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to emphasise his peculiarly powerful concept of evil: evil, he said, was (like illness) 
against nature. It was therefore the quintessential non-being, from one point of view; 


on the other hand, it also had ‘a terrible reality’.'' 


6 Ibid., 1/7, 429. 

7 Ibid., 1/7, 453. 

8 Josef Anton Stüttler, ‘Das Gottesproblem im Spätwerk Schellings’, Scholastik, 36 
(1961): 73-83. 

9 The former position is taken by Walter Schulz, Die Vollendung des deutschen 
Idealismus in der Spätphilosophie Schellings (Stuttgart and Köln: Kohlhammer, 1955) and 
the latter by Horst Fuhrmans (even though he does not like Schelling’s late philosophy). 
Emilio Brito also takes the latter position. 

10 Stuttgarter Privatvorlesungen (1810), 1/7, 436. 

11 Ibid., 1/7, 437. 
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Schelling said that the more absolute we make God, the more He loses personality 
and becomes abstract. This was wrong: instead we had to emphasise the analogies 
between Him and a man.” Indeed, he argued that the whole process of creation 
was nothing other than the personalisation of God." Schelling repeated the analysis 
of personality which he first presented in the Freedom essay: man, like God, had 
two principles in him, a dark one and a light one. The process of self-development 
consisted of bringing the dark principle into light. Just as consciousness begins 
when we realise that there are these two principles in us which can divide, so God’s 
consciousness begins when he separates Himself from Himself and conceives of an 
opposition within Himself. Creation is the bringing forth of the higher, the divine, 
into that which was shut out.'* The dark principle in God is matter, which is the 
unconscious part of Him: His main purpose is achieved in man." 

What we see here, in other words, is a renewed comprehensive rejection of the 
kind of Orphism we encountered in Philosophy and Religion. Schelling also rejected 
the impersonal and monistic systems he had elaborated before 1804. (As we have 
seen, Philosophy and Religion itself represented an important step towards a more 
traditional Christian position, and away from logical—ontological monism, for in that 
work appeared for the first time the notion that the creation was an event.) Creation 
was not only the result of a free and loving decision by God, but also a raising up out 
of darkness into light. God’s love drew creation up towards Him and became fruitful 
as a consequence.'® Man’s relationship to God was like that of a flower to the sun: 
by the operation of its rays, it grows up out of the dark earth towards the light.'’ The 
“night in which all cows are black’ is transfigured into daylight full of colour by the 
Word of God: lux in tenebris lucet. 

The maintenance of things in being required precisely this maintenance of the right 
order of light and dark principles. Creation, in other words, was neither a malediction 
nor a fall. Time was a gift, not something to be escaped from, and in emphasizing 
this, Schelling was turning against Plato, Hegel, Fichte, Spinoza and the whole 
mystic tradition which once interested him. Above all, as Marc Maesschalk notes, 
this is because the Gnostic or mystic tradition is incompatible with the immediate 
experience of liberty in real, daily life.'* Such theories are, therefore, in the strictest 
sense, unethical. Similarly, Schelling’s repeated affirmation that man is the summit 
of creation, and that he is that which gives it its meaning, showed that the purpose of 
the Absolute was achieved only through revealing itself in history. The sense of the 
Absolute was not to be found in abstract, other-worldly contemplation. 

Schelling made significant references to Holy Scripture. Although elements 
of mysticism certainly remained — the notion that the creation was a ‘letting 
down’ of God by Himself, or a contraction, (‘dieser Akt der Einschränkung oder 


12 Ibid., 1/7, 432. 

13 Ibid., 1/7, 433. 

14 Ibid., 1/7, 434. 

15 Ibid., 1/7, 435. 
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18 Marc Maescchalk, L’anthropologie politique et religieuse de Schelling, p. xxvii. 
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Herablassung Gottes’'”) is cabbalistic, for instance — and although Schelling’s 
continuing interest in mysticism has been rightly commented on widely,” as Father 
Tilliette argues, Schelling’s reading of the Bible ‘protected him from Gnosticism 
and conjured away the bewitchment of Böhme’.?! Christian Danz also insists that 
in the later philosophy (that is, after the Stuttgart Lectures) all traces of Gnosticism 
were eradicated,” leaving the field open for traditional Christian doctrines. As he 
approached the later philosophy, Schelling was to insist that philosophy should not 
only not be in contradiction with faith, but that it should even take certain dogmas of 
faith — especially freedom and providence — as its very axioms. 


Political Overtones 


Schelling believed that, like nature itself, man must struggle out of darkness into 
light. He must push the darkness in himself down and away, and call in the light 
of the good, the true and the beautiful to take the place of the perversion of evil.” 
Because of man’s sin, the world had lost its originally happy unity. Among other 
things, Schelling concluded, ‘The state is the result of the curse cast upon man.’”* 
This is a clearly Augustinian thought, recalling what is said in The City of God 
about the state. It was precisely because man had abandoned the unity of God that 
he needed to subject himself to a physical unity. While the state was necessary, said 
Schelling, the unity it promoted was always only temporary and precarious: other, 
moral forces were needed to sustain ethical life. The state could not do so itself, even 
if people sometimes believed otherwise. 

Schelling made a specific attack on the inherent authoritarianism of ‘the 
French Revolution and Kantian concepts’ — a conjunction of terms which is music 
to a conservative ear — and he also attacked Fichte for his own despotic political 
philosophy. Indeed, Schelling began to see more and more clearly that modern 
contractarian political philosophy — that is, that current of thought which severed 
the foundations of the state from any transcendent or eternal values, placing them 
instead merely in the needs and desires of men — could be a source of despotism. 
In 1807 he had argued against social contractarianism, saying that it attempted to 
derive rights within society from philosophical presuppositions which explicitly 
ignored society (such as Rousseau’s state of nature): 


19 Stuttgarter Privatvorlesungen (1810) 1/7, 429. 

20 See notes 1 and 2 in Marc Maesschalk, L’anthropologie politique et religieuse de 
Schelling, Editions de l’Institut supérieur de Philosophie, Louvain-la-Neuve (Paris: Vrin and 
Leuven: Peeters, 1991), p. 192 for an extensive bibliography. 

21 Xavier Tilliette, Schelling, Une Philosophie en devenir (Paris: Vrin, 2nd edn, 1992), 
Vol. 1, p. 636, note 14. 

22 Christian Danz, Die philosophische Christologie F.W.J. Schellings (Schellingiana, 
Vol. 9, ed. Walter E. Erhardt) (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Frommann-Holzboog, 1996), p. 83. 

23 Stuttgarter Privatvorlesungen (1810), 1/7, 459. 

24 Ibid, 1/7, 461. 
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Upon this maddest of claims of absolute egoism there has been built a science, quite 
foreign to the ancients, a so-called Natural Right, which gives to everyone the same right 
to everything without any internally binding duties, but with only outward force; a doctrine 
which knows no positive actions but only interdictions and limitations, in which everyone 
pleases himself by contemplating his basic rights, in order better to enjoy what remains 
for him in self-satisfying isolation. From this sad source of contemptible selfishness, and 
enmity of all against all, arose the state through human agreement and mutual contract.” 


For Schelling, it was unacceptable that the state be philosophically founded in this 
way. If there were no divine principle behind it, then the state operated in a moral 
vacuum. It was impossible therefore to will it, to love it, or even to be virtuous within 
it. It made a nonsense of all morality. In his view, furthermore, virtues could develop 
only in a public space, not in private (as Kant had thought). Instead, the philosophy 
of the modern state was predicated on the view that states can do without virtue, and 
instead they can just mechanically restrict and control people’s actions. 

There is no doubt in Schelling’s mind that rationalist philosophy was responsible 
for political revolutions, and that the attempt to create states based on merely 
mechanical conditions, and without a transcendent reference point, could end in 
tyranny. 


Thus it is quite natural that at the end of this period, in which people spoke of nothing but 
freedom, the most logical minds who followed the idea of a perfect state have finished 
up by advocating the worst forms of despotism (for example, Fichte’s geschlossener 
Handelsstaat).° 


This is very much in keeping with the criticisms of Fichte outlined in Chapter 2. 
Above all, Schelling went on, revelation was that which elevated man from his 
downcast state.” Schelling’s analysis of the two principles in the universe led 
him to adopt an ethical system with strikingly Greek overtones. Virtue, like being 
itself, said Schelling, required limitation in order to exist. Moral merit consisted in 
overcoming one’s own will, and in mastering one’s selfhood. Indeed, good could 
only be good if it included evil within it which has been overcome.” Human liberty 
was not just domination of the subjective principle, as Kant thought, nor acceptance 
of the objective principle, as Spinoza and Hobbes had argued, but rather the fruitful 
interplay of the constant tension between both. 

Similarly, understanding itself existed only after a victory over madness and the 
irrational. ‘The basis of understanding itself is therefore madness.’” It was only 
by transfiguring the non-being into being — by undertaking an act analogous to the 
creation itself — that goodness and understanding came about. In other words, it is 
only when limited by being or God that human freedom can be properly understood 
and made valuable. Once again, Schelling drove home the crux of the matter: freedom 
was to be described ontologically and with reference to God, not just with reference 


25 Uber das Wesen deutscher Wissenschaft (1807), 1/8, 10-11. 
26 Stuttgarter Privatvorlesungen (1810), 1/7, 462. 

27 Ibid., /7, 423. 

28 Ibid., /7, 467. 

29 Ibid., 1/7, 470. 
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to causality: ‘The defenders of freedom generally think only about how to show the 
independence of man from nature. But they forget man’s inner independence from 
God, his freedom with respect to God, precisely because this is the most difficult.”*° 
Precisely because man was on the cusp between the non-being of nature and the 
absolute being of God, he was free from both — for good or ill. 


Evil 


It is evil which convinces us of the existence of freedom, said Schelling. ‘For evil 
is nothing other than the relative non-being (das relativ Nichtseiende), which erects 
itself to being and pushes out true being (das wahre Seyende). It is from one point 
of view a nothing, from another a highly real being (ein höchst reelles Wesen).”*' 
Leszek Kolakowski has had the same thought. Emphasizing how evil is primary in 
human experience, he writes, 


In an experience which is not enlightened by divine wisdom, good and evil ... do not 
appear ... We owe the moral distinction to our participation in taboos. And the distinction 
appears in experience as a result of those of our acts which violate a taboo and thus bring 
disorder into the world. In other words, we really know what is good by knowing what is 
evil and we know evil by doing it ... And the first evil I know is the evil in me ... In the 
experience of failure, in seeing Being defeated by nothing, the knowledge of Being and of 
good emerges. By becoming evil myself I know what evil is and I know what good is.’ 


As in the Freedom essay, Schelling insisted that evil arose from the perversion of 
order. Error was not lack of spirit, but rather ‘perverted spirit’. Evil did not come 
from the body: the body is like a flower from which either honey or poison can be 
drawn. On the contrary, 


Evil is in some senses the most purely spiritual, for it wages the fiercest war against all 
being (Seyn), indeed, it tries to destroy the very ground of creation. Anyone who is slightly 
acquainted with the mysteries of evil ... knows that the highest corruption is the most 
spiritual, that in it everything natural and sensory — even pleasure itself — disappears, and 
that the demonic-devilish evil is far more foreign to pleasure than is good.” 


Once again, Schelling’s powerful depiction of evil has great philosophical 
importance, as well as carrying great conviction on a human level. Evil is not a lack 
of faith to oneself, but rather to God. It is not a result of the weakness of the will, but 
rather of intensely strong, perverted will — in short, of hubris or demonic possession. 
It is not even the pursuit of pleasure. Schelling even recalled the myth of the angels 
who, led by Lucifer, had rebelled against God. He explicitly said that their act was 
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analogously hubristic to man’s own rebellion: both rebellious angel and rebellious 
man wanted to be ‘master of the world without God, out of his own power’. As 
we saw earlier, this is precisely the diabolical concept of evil which Kant ruled 
out. It recalls Saint Ambrose’s assertion that evil is not a living substance (as the 
Manicheans held) but rather the perversion of a soul which has left the true path of 
God.” Schelling, indeed, was firmly in the Augustinian and Thomist traditions in 
denying that evil has any real being (it wages a war against all being), but he refused 
to reduce it to a simple privation, as Leibniz had done. 

The most strikingly Christian element in the Stuttgart Lectures was the 
explanation of the historical and philosophical sense of the Incarnation at the end. 
Having described the full horror of evil, Schelling explained that it was not eternal. 
Through the ‘perfect incarnation (Menschwerdung) of God’ the rupture in the world, 
brought about by human sin, was healed.” The Church succeeded the state as the 
institution which brought about external and internal unity. The ‘contraction’ of God 
is not, therefore, a matter of God abandoning Himself to history, but rather of divine 
condescension in which He remains the master of time. Humanity was not the centre 
of history, as the moderns thought, God was. It is this thought which was to introduce 


the decisive change from Schelling’s ‘negative’ to his ‘positive philosophy’ .** 


Difficulties with Idealism 


Schelling argued that, like Spinoza, Leibniz had got caught up in a one-sided 
account of being. His ontology had been absolutely idealist and the only force was 
representation. Schelling said that materialism was the other side of the same coin, 
for it regarded matter as dead and deprived of spirit: this is exactly the argument 
made by the Church against both idealism and materialism. By contrast, said 
Schelling, matter is vivified and made alive by the divine. (The notion of God 
breathing life into matter is obviously lifted from religious tradition: ‘Credo ... in 
Spiritum Sanctum, Dominum, et vivificantem.’) Even worse, said Schelling, was 
mechanism of the mind: he referred to (unnamed) French materialists, but he might 
just as well have mentioned Hobbes. The one-sidedness of their vision was as bad as 
that of absolute idealists like Fichte and perhaps Kant. Although Kant was open to 
different interpretations, he said, Fichte was clear: he interpreted the whole universe 
as I. There was, according to Fichte, nothing outside us at all: there was just the 
subjective I.” In terms which mirror very closely the Church’s traditional opposition 
to Kant, Fichte and idealism, Schelling described this philosophical development as 
‘a process of decomposition’ which had been initiated by the absolute dualism posited 
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by Descartes. By separating mind from body, Descartes had set modern thought off 
on the wrong track.“ This initial Cartesian step was itself the result of the mistakes 
of modern metaphysics, according to which everything had to be learned anew from 
the point of view of thought which was certain of itself. It introduced a metaphysics 
which was foreign to any reflection on the Absolute. As Marc Maesschalk glosses, 
“This is the drama of the Aufklärung [Enlightenment] which is in fact the first time 
the death of God is thought — the isolation of man in a world where he seems to be 
the only bearer of meaning, faced with purely repetitive nature and an uncertain 
history.’*? 

This is about as traditional critique of Enlightenment philosophy as one could 
imagine. Schelling had begun to sound like the great twentieth-century Thomist, 
Etienne Gilson: “These ideas of Holy Scripture’, he wrote — referring to his own 
remark that ‘everything was made through God’ — ‘were proscribed because they 
were not understood, as it is indeed generally the mystery of Enlightenment thinkers 
(Aufkldrerei) ... that they have made a virtue out of the limited nature of their 
intellectual faculties.” Had not Gilson introduced his great book, L’Etre et l'essence, 
with the cutting phrase, ‘Everything happens, throughout history, as if fear of the 
first principle of wisdom were itself the beginning of wisdom.“ Schelling’s whole 
purpose in the Stuttgart Lectures — a purpose conceived in the Freedom essay and 
developed in the late philosophy — was to return from this dead modern philosophy 
back to traditions which had been obliterated by modern thought. 


The Ages of the World (1811-27) 


As time went on, the Gnostic (and thus idealist) elements were progressively 
eradicated from Schelling’s philosophy. With the Weltalter (The Ages of the World), 
Schelling accomplished the breakthrough which was to lead him to the philosophy 
he was to call ‘positive’. Intellectual intuition was finally abandoned as a means of 
reaching the Absolute. Human reason, feeling, will and liberty were said to require 
not a God remaining in his absolute separateness but instead a living God who 
had created man in His image. Schelling’s emphasis on this was one of the most 
traditional aspects of his thought.” Schelling felt an ineradicable need to know God 
as He is.* 


Neither science nor sentiment will be satisfied with a God who is not, because He is 
Being itself (er ist das Seyn selbst), who is not living, because He is Life itself, who is not 
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conscious, because He is pure consciousness. They both demand a God who is there in 
a manner different from his essence (Wesen), who is not just knowledge according to his 
essence but who expressly and particularly knows, and whose operation is not contained 
in his essence but rather in the deed, that is, in a manner different from his essence.” 


It is clear that God cannot be a person if he is identical with His creation. It 
is also clear that making God a person radically separates any philosophy from 
heathen pantheism. Although reason demands that God exist, the concept of God is 
not described by rational knowledge, for God is greater than human reason. 

It is for this reason that Schelling concluded the 1811 Weltalter with an explicit 
appeal in favour of ‘realism’ as opposed to ‘idealism’: 


Realism undoubtedly has the advantage over idealism. Whoever has not recognised the 
priority of realism wants development without previous development; he wants the bloom 
and the fruit which comes from it without the hard shell which encloses it. Just as being 
(das Seyn) is itself the force and the strength of the eternal, so is realism the force and 
strength of all philosophical systems. Even in this respect it is true that the fear of God is 
the beginning of all wisdom.** 


Schelling emphasised again that creation was God’s free act. ‘Everybody 
recognises that God created beings which are exterior to Him, not in virtue of a 
blind necessity, but with the greatest liberty.’*” The world did not come into being 
as a result of a logical process or as the result of a collapse in the Absolute. ‘God 
freely created the world — by which no logical fact is expressed, but rather a deed 
is given ... If we assume a factual relationship of God to the world, then we cannot 
assume a merely logical one and vice versa.’” Theologians who assumed such a 
logical relationship, said Schelling, had blundered with their very starting-point, the 
concept of God. 

On the contrary, as Fuhrmans points out, Schelling showed that the creation had 
introduced no change in God: it was simply the expression of God’s liberty.°' This 
view also encouraged Schelling to abandon his previous pantheism. Indeed, by this, 
the time of the last version of the Weltalter, Schelling was arguing that the idea 
of God — His essence — was not, after all, one of pure identity with Himself, nor 
one of absolute solitude, but instead simply the freedom to create. ‘God’s action 
does not consist in positing Himself (he does not need that) but rather in positing 
something else.” Like Aquinas, Schelling insisted, ‘God’s being is the cause of all 
other being.” 


47 Die Weltalter (1811), 1/8, 238. 

48 Ibid., 1/8, 344. 

49 Ibid., 1/8, 210. 

50 Schelling, System der Weltalter (1827-28), 3. Vorlesung, ed. S. Peetz (Frankfurt am 
Main: Klostermann, 1990), p. 11. 

51 Horst Fuhrmans, Schellings Philosophie der Weltalter (Düsseldorf: L. Schwann, 
1954), p. 349. 

52 Schelling, System der Weltalter (1827-28), 34. Vorlesung, p. 153. 

53 Ibid., p. 152. 


102 Schelling versus Hegel 


This in turn forced him away from the key theme of his earlier philosophy, 
namely the immediacy of the relationship between the finite and the infinite. As 
Maesschalk writes, ‘It is liberty which succeeded in smashing the conceptual 
straightjacket of idealist panlogism.’™ Jankélévitch agrees: ‘The “incarnation” of the 
Absolute is not a natural function of the Absolute; more and more, Schelling comes 
to regard Einbildung as an event.’ Whatever Schelling himself may have said to 
the contrary, Jankélévitch continues, transcendental idealism knew nothing of this.*° 
Horst Fuhrmans concurs: ‘Idealist dialectics, convinced that being in all its forms 
can be developed from the divine without any gap, came into antinomy with the 
Christian doctrine of the freedom of the divine. To have grasped this antinomy is, I 
believe, the hour of birth of Schelling’s later philosophy.’*’ Finally, as Emilio Brito 
points out, Schelling’s theological notion of creation becomes the very axis on which 
the whole later philosophy turns.* 

God’s being was thus the foundation for all being. He is the Lord,” the giver of 
life. Like Aquinas, Schelling placed heavy emphasis on God’s goodness as the cause 
of creation, something which distinguishes Schelling from Hegel — as Franz Baader 
saw at the time — for the creative action of Hegel’s God is motivated only by the need 
to realise Himself as spirit, and not by any love.‘ 

The great lesson of the Weltalter was therefore the discovery of the absoluteness 
of the beginning, and of the fact that the relationship between God and the world 
was historical and not logical. It is also of the first importance that Schelling made 
clear his linear conception of time, in opposition to the cyclical notions of time he 
associated with logical philosophy, and which we analysed in Chapter | as belonging 
in the ‘Oriental’ category. He established that unless the world is understood as lying 
in temporality, then no linear progression of time could be conceived, and everything 
was in eternal return because the cosmos itself was eternal. 

This led Schelling to remind us that philosophy should study the existing temporal 
world as it is, in order to extract truth from that study. It should not develop systems 
which assume that truth inhabits some separate eternal realm, like mathematics. 
In other words, philosophy should turn away from the essentialist ontologies and 
mathematical systems examined in Chapter 2 and elsewhere. Only by doing this 
could philosophy break through the barriers of this world — for if this world is 
eternal, then it presumably cannot. The world is contingent and temporal, and we 
should accommodate ourselves to that fact (not least because it is the will of God) 
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and look for meaning in the given, rather than seeking to prove that everything exists 
logically. 


Time is the starting point of all investigation in philosophy, and there can be no explicable 
development without a definite explanation of time. The past cannot be conceived without 
it, and before the pulse of time beats with life again, science will not find its liveliness 
either ... Thus we will never achieve satisfactory results if we regard things which are 
there (die vorhandenen Dinge) as necessary. Everything is only a product of time and 
we do not know the simply true, but only that which that time allows to which we are 
restricted (eingeengt). We are beginning to understand that eternal truths are in fact 
nothing other than propositions which have been extracted from present circumstances ... 
It is philosophy in the true sense of the word when the whole organism of things can be 
deduced from the times of the this world (von den Weltzeiten).°' 


We saw in Chapter | how time was a positive element in the Christian tradition, 
as the medium of intelligibility, and that it is not conceived as a consequence of 
degradation or as the badge of an illusory world. Oswald Spengler captured brilliantly 
this positive Christian assessment of time by pointing out that there are clocks on 
church spires, but not on minarets. As Siegbert Peetz shows, this theory of time 
has four consequences: that philosophy is not to be likened to geometry (that it is 
not a pure Vernunftwissenschaft); that philosophy is not about propositions whose 
opposites are impossible; that a philosophical system should be modelled more on 
music than mathematics; and that the world should be studied in its entirety, and 
especially in terms of the relations of one thing to another, rather than in terms of 
individual propositions which can be treated individually.” These are all realist and 
anti-rationalist thoughts. 

Schelling ceased to understand the creation as a process of (God’s) 
personalisation, and instead started to understand it as the act of a person, God. This 
element is absolutely key: because of it, the Weltalter are a testimony to Schelling’s 
rapprochement with Biblical tradition. It is only with a personal God that Schelling 
can think of the Absolute as ‘both absolute and historical, both infinite and finite, 
both transcendent and immanent’.° As Josef Anton Stiittler so rightly remarks, ‘In 
the free creative act of God, God raises the ideally being into reality. In this, Schelling 
comes much closer to the Christian understanding of the relationship between God 
and the world: God sees in eternity the being of the world as a possibility in his 
divine essence; but he only raises it in time into reality with the free creative act. 
Thus the real world is not the eternal correlate of God. Through perception of this, 
Schelling effects a further abandonment of the pantheism of the earlier philosophy: 
God is now the free creator, the master of being.” 
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Descartes 


It was these considerations about the origin of the world which led Schelling to 
make his great critique of transcendentalism and idealism, contained principally 
in the Munich lectures of 1833-1834. He attacked the problem at its root, namely 
the idealist attempt to derive being from thought. ‘In the cogito’, Schelling wrote, 
‘Descartes thought that he had recognised being and thought to be immediately 
identical.’® This is precisely the traditional realist objection to Descartes.“ Schelling 
said that in fact, the ‘cogito’ established only my — perhaps transitory — being as 
something which is thinking. I do not think all the time, and even when I do, it 
only proves that I exist in a certain way, that is, not unconditionally.°” Descartes 
had therefore not established the unconditional being of the self: the being which I 
ascribe to myself with the cogito, he said, was just as doubtful and as conditional as 
that which I apply to things: ‘One might as well say, “I doubt the existence of things, 
therefore they exist (or at least, therefore they do not not exist at all)". 

These statements represented a fundamental challenge to idealism: first, because 
they denied the absolute certainty, and the logical and ontological priority, of ‘I am’; 
second, because they concluded that not everything can be proved and grounded in 
a logical manner by human reason, without ungroundable assumptions. As Gilson 
was to say, when he wrote that ‘the innermost spirit of Cartesian philosophy is 
mathematism’, Descartes’ idealism was itself responsible for the materialism of the 
eighteenth century. ‘The first attempt to prove the existence of the material world 
was the first step towards denial of its existence.’” 

In other words, there are three issues between Schelling and Descartes. First, 
Schelling did not think that the cogito proved my unconditional existence. Second, 
Schelling thought that there must be pre-reflexive identity — that is, that which exists 
before the thinking subject reflects — in order for there to be truth and knowledge. 
Being, in other words, preceded thought. Third, Schelling rejected the rationalistic 
assumption that, armed with a few certain truths, everything can be proved. 

This led him to launch an attack on the ontological argument. Descartes 
had used that argument to lever himself out of the solipsistic pit into which his 
method had lowered him. Philosophy, said Schelling, was still grappling with 
the misunderstandings which Descartes had thereby created. It is significant that 
Schelling referred to the Scholastics (especially Aquinas) in support of his claim 
that the ontological argument is problematic, saying correctly that the Scholastics 
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were suspicious of it because it implied that God was a blindly existing being with 
no freedom.” 

Schelling attacked the ontological argument by saying that existence did not add 
to the perfection of a concept. Instead, the question was whether those perfections 
existed. Also, whereas Descartes had concluded that God necessarily exists, 
Schelling said that logically his conclusion ought to have been that God can exist 
only necessarily if He does exist.” Schelling says that Descartes has not proved that 
God exists.” 

In general, Schelling took issue with Descartes’ view that there were two sorts 
of logical connection between being and thought: first, that any thinking thing 
could be sure of its own existence, and, second, that any thinking thing could prove 
God’s existence. (He also held that extended things were quite distinct from our 
thoughts about them, and that God bridged the gap between mind and matter.) In 
contrast, Schelling came to argue that the structures of being and thought were far 
from identical. (This, indeed, is the essence of his theory of freedom and the death 
of all idealism.) He held that dialectics constructed a system of being — a scheme 
laying down what can or cannot be — but that it did this only because it abstracted 
from existence itself, and that therefore it knew nothing about what does or does not 
exist. 

This view is what Schelling came to disparage as ‘negative philosophy’: that 
which dealt only with concepts and not with really existing things. The later Schelling 
was to conclude that existence could not be grasped by thought alone, but the first 
signs of this idea can be traced back to the Nature Philosophy, when he said that the 
knowledge of facts came only from experience.” Schelling certainly had no desire to 
call God’s existence into question, nor even to say that it was doubtful; instead, his 
view was that logical concepts were an inadequate tool with which to examine the 
question of the existence of anything.” 

Nothing, said Schelling, was more foreign to God’s nature than the idea that He 
exists blindly and necessarily. If God existed blindly, then He would have no power 
over His own being. He would be decidedly unfree — a dead, impersonal force. The 
concept of the necessarily being (des nothwendig Seyenden) thus led not to a living 
God but to a dead one. The ontological argument took us only to some abstract 
absolute, not to God Himself.” It was a crucial part of Schelling’s ontology, as well 
as of his emphasis on God as the master of being and as the absolutely free creator of 
the world, to reject the ontological argument in its Cartesian form. 

In other words, here, in a few succinct pages, Schelling sketched his own 
philosophical development. By distinguishing ‘God as a necessary being’ from ‘God 
as necessarily the necessary being’, he had come to realise that the attempt to slip in 
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ontological necessity under the cover of logical necessity had to fail, since the two 
domains were separate. Reason could get the measure of existence on its own, for 
reason was human. But existence could be brought into being only by God. It is for 
this reason that Schelling said that the Scholastics had been right to be sceptical about 
the ontological argument. Indeed, his rejection of the ontological argument seemed 
to mirror exactly the rejection of it by Aquinas as described by Etienne Gilson: even 
if we allow that we can understand that God ‘is a being greater than which cannot 
be conceived’, the fact that we understand this definition means only that God exists 
for our understanding, not that he exists in reality. There is no contradiction between 
admitting that God cannot be conceived as not existing and God not existing.” 

Schelling also attacked Descartes for establishing the notorious dualism between 
mind and body. It had led to Descartes’ conception of matter as utterly dead, and 
of the res extensa as spiritless. Similarly, Descartes’ idea of mind was that it was 
completely immaterial. All this was contrary to experience, for nature was patently 
alive. Moreover, how could mind and matter operate upon one another if they were 
as different as Descartes claimed? By tearing apart what in fact belonged together, 
Descartes’ influence had been very damaging — ‘in all parts of human life and even 
in religion.” 

Although Descartes had been right to accept as true only that which is obvious 
and clear, he had been wrong in that he did not seek what was first in itself, but 
rather only what was primary for me. He posited God, said Schelling, but he never 
grasped Him.” This led philosophy off into Baconian empiricism, on the one hand, 
and into rationalism on the other. ‘What both schools have in common is the tearing 
apart of Scholasticism’, Schelling wrote.” Being expressly anti-Scholastic,* both 
Bacon and Descartes had understood knowledge to come from the movement of the 
thing,*' instead of from the subjective movement of the concept, as Scholasticism had 
maintained: it was precisely the Cartesian notion that ideas were representations (on 
which he built his whole system) that had made the subject utterly passive. Descartes 
had said that the mind received impressions like a piece of wax receiving an imprint, 
and that it was not active in knowledge as the Scholastics had maintained. The same 
misunderstanding of the difference between transitive and immanent activity led 
Kant to make the equal and opposite error from Descartes: for him, the subject 
was the formal cause of knowledge. The only way out of this is to stop thinking of 
knowledge as a transitive activity: it does not consist in a transitive relation between 
object and subject, but in the immanent activity of the subject which is capable of 
knowing, an activity in which it perfects itself. 


76 Etienne Gilson, Le thomisme (Paris: Vrin, 6th edn, 1989), p. 63. 
77 Zur Geschichte der neueren Philosophie (1833-34), 1/10, 28. 
78 Ibid., 1/10, 29. 

79 Ibid., 1/10, 30. 

80  Ibid., 1/10, 32. 

81  Ibid., 1/10, 30. 


Schelling 5 Development from Stuttgart to Munich, 1810-27 107 


Spinoza 


Spinoza had seemed at first to provide an improvement on the Cartesian system, 
because he started with God as the necessarily existing being, or substance, through 
which everything else had its existence. But Spinoza’s God was without will or 
understanding, he was just the blindly existing. Schelling said specifically that 
Spinoza’s God was dead,* and that his God was just substance and not free cause.“ 
Spinoza’s substance, moreover, may have been a subject-object, but it was one in 
which the subject got completely lost. He did not show the necessity of how things 
flowed from God, nor the difference between extension and thought. Schelling’s 
view was that thought could not exist if there were not things to think about. 

Leibniz, by contrast, developed a system of pure spirituality. But like Spinoza, he 
offered only an inadequate account of evil, according to Schelling who warmed to a 
crucial and much-loved theme.“ For Spinoza, evil was substantially the same as good, 
only less perfect and less positive. For Leibniz, evil just came from limitation. ‘And 
yet something more than just limitation must belong to matter,’ retorted Schelling, 
‘for of all creatures it is precisely the most perfect, that is, the least limited, which 
is capable of evil. The devil is not the most limited, but rather the most limitless 
creature. ’® 

Once again, in other words, Schelling returned to his powerful concept of evil to 
overturn rationalist philosophical systems. A genuine concept of evil, he believed, 
was incompatible with the simple, optimistic self-contained systems of rationalism. 
He knew that the a priori dialectic was simply smashed apart by the sovereign 
freedom of God. He also made an implicit attack on Kant — and other rationalists — 
for unwittingly abolishing God’s freedom by trying to understand it in purely moral 
terms. This was a crucial passage: 


Whoever is slightly acquainted with our times knows that the claim (that God can do only 
that which is good) destroys (aufhebt) freedom in God under the appearance of moral 
necessity. It is the last call of rationalism which imagines that it can be exclusively moral 
at the same time, even while opposing what is positive in revealed religion. This is in fact 
a state of opposition to all that is positive in philosophy.*’ 


There was, in other words, no religion within the bounds of pure reason, and 
no philosophy either. Schelling insisted that our view of the world could not be 
dissociated from the question of its beginnings. Was it created, did it begin at a 
specific point, or was there an infinite causal link stretching back forever? Schelling 
insisted that we could not pursue philosophy without answering these questions.** 
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Or rather, he said that philosophy had been pursued without answering them and 
that it had simply become ever more rationalistic as a result. This had led it to forget 
being. The ontological argument, for instance, may tell us about the nature of God, 
but it did not tell us whether God exists, whence the Scholastics’ suspicion of the 
argument.*° 

It was also significant that Schelling took Descartes to task for the political 
implications of his ontology. In the Stuttgart Lectures, Schelling had advanced some 
clearly anti-rationalist and conservative political positions. Here, too, he described 
the age in which he was writing as ‘an age which is politically torn apart’, and he 
attributed part of the blame for this to the ‘revolutionary element’ introduced into 
philosophy by Descartes.” These were all eminently traditional and conservative 
sentiments. 


Kant 


If creation was a gift which provided a context in which man could reconcile himself 
with God, then being could not be unintelligible. It was therefore no coincidence if 
Schelling attacked Kant — while congratulating him for having set philosophy back 
onto a subjective track, from which it had been diverted by Spinoza.” Schelling was 
merciless in his attack: he recalled that Kant had called Berkeley schwärmerisch 
(woolly-minded and Romantic) but that ‘being schwdrmerisch is philosophically 
better than that which finishes in a total non-thought or un-thought, like Kant’s 
theory of sensory perception. This ends with two utterly incomprehensible things: 
the incomprehensible establishment of the representing in us, which is required to 
represent in space and time that which is outside all space and all time; and the 
equally incomprehensible outer world, of which we know neither that it is nor how 
it operates upon us, nor what necessity or interest it has in operating on us in order 
to cause the representation of the sensory world.’ 

Schelling explained that his own theory was much more realist. ‘These concepts 
are in the represented objects themselves. Our judgement that this or that is a 
substance or a cause is not merely subjectively, but rather objectively valid. Things 
can be as little thought of without these concepts as they can be looked at without 
space.’”* In other words, said Schelling, one should conclude that there is Verstand in 
things themselves, but Kant did not do this. Schelling was coming close to a classic 
Aristotelian realist position. As Walter Kasper has commented, Schelling’s form of 
thought, like that of Catholic theology, holds that human thought by definition moves 
between the infinite and the finite: ‘Man can think only in this double-movement.’” 
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Schelling wrote that Kant reduced ultimate reality to nothing. One is reminded 
here of what Leszek Kolakowski has called ‘horror metaphysics’, which sets in 
when philosophers ‘make the very concept of existence useless ... If nothing truly 
exists except the Absolute, the Absolute is nothing; if nothing truly exists for myself, 
I am nothing ... If the world is an illusion, then other people are automata.’”* Similar 
concerns have been forcefully expressed by Gilson.” Indeed, Schelling himself was 
later to refer explicitly to ‘horror’ (Schrecken) as the natural reaction of one who 
realises that he has developed a purely essentialist ontology, and that one thus has no 
‘vessel’ in which to put the ‘content’ of being.” 

Kant tried to ground understanding of the world in something utterly 
incomprehensible. His main purpose had been to rule out metaphysics as being 
beyond the human ken, and this, said Schelling, was wrong. The result was that the 
Kantian critique was ‘empty and useless’.” Kant had been wrong, said Schelling, to 
put mind outside nature: mind could understand nature only by understanding itself 
as part of it. As Maesschalk shows, it is precisely this, Schelling’s evolution away 
from an anthropology of the One and the many, and towards a religious anthropology, 
which forced him to break with idealism, including transcendental idealism.'” 

Schelling emphasised the sheer poverty of absolutist and rationalist reason without 
faith. He rejected Kantian agnosticism because criticism reduced God’s revelation 
to a supposition of pure reason. Kant had left the question of God open, making 
Him a thinking extended substance that regulates our experience of the world.!°! 
Like Spinoza, Kant was also guilty, Schelling said, of making liberty foreign to the 
world. Fichte had then picked up the subjective baton and made it the cornerstone 
of his whole system: Fichte’s claim that everything came about only because of the 
I flattered human self-importance.'” In fact, Fichte’s Jch was unfree, because its 
creation of the world was blind and necessary, not the result of free will. 

By contrast, Schelling said that he himself had tried to show how the world 
is there for me. The perception of self-consciousness in ‘I am’ depended on the 
existence of the outside world. The world could not have been created by me. It 
could be known only by being there together with the I. There was ‘an inseparable 
connection (ein unzerreißbarer Zusammenhang) between the I and an outside world 
which was necessarily represented.'” Schelling said that he had initially tried to 
show this by explaining the history of how the I came to itself, and that these were 
his first steps to get back to the objective after Fichte. ‘It was an attempt to reconcile 
Fichtean idealism with reality.’ "° 
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In order to reestablish the objective, said Schelling, philosophy had to descend 
deep into nature. Thus he defended the Nature Philosophy." But his passionate 
interest in the objective eventually led him to abandon the anthropocentrism which 
characterises so much modern philosophy. Indeed, as Schelling became persuaded 
of man’s status as a fallen creature, and of the resulting ontological deficiency of the 
finite world, he became concomitantly aware of the limitations of human reason as of 
the claims which were made for it by the rationalists. This led him in a conservative 
ontological direction. Deliberately using vocabulary borrowed from the Freedom 
essay, Schelling described his own philosophical development, explicitly linking his 
ontological discoveries with the change in his political views: 


It became clear that limitless freedom, untamed by any lawfulness, led to a hopeless and 
desperate view of history. Here, where the highest and mostly tragic dissonance appears, in 
which the misuse of freedom teaches us the necessity of calling ourselves back, here man 
sees himself obliged to recognise something which is greater than human freedom. !%® 


This last line was a direct dig at Kant, for whom duty came precisely only from 
the moral law as apprehended by the autonomous (free) human self. It was also an 
implicitly religious and anti-Enlightenment remark. Philosophy brought knowledge 
precisely of a subject which is above man and human selfhood, and to which 
everything is ultimately subordinate. This ‘thing’ was the master of the real and ideal 
world.'” Schelling, in other words, had completed his journey out of anthropocentric 
idealism and had arrived back at a consciousness of God. 

He had also arrived at a deep awareness of being, and of the rationalistic 
shortcomings of idealism. At this point, indeed, his attack on idealism could hardly 
have been more orthodox from a Christian-realist point of view. He stated in a 
few lines what was to be the backbone of his positive philosophy. Speaking of the 
genuine action and development of God’s work in the natural world, Schelling wrote 
of its treatment by modern idealism: 


But an eternal happening is no happening at all. Thus the whole representation of that 
process and that movement is illusory in itself, and in fact it is one in which nothing has 
happened. Everything has merely occurred in thought, and this whole movement was in 
fact nothing but a movement of thought. That philosophy should have grasped this: in 
order to do so, it puts itself beyond all possibility of contradiction, but precisely in doing 
this it renounced all claim to objectivity. In other words, it had to recognise itself as a 
science in which there is no question of existence, that is, of what really exists, nor thus 
of knowledge in this sense. It deals only with relationships which objects take on in pure 
thought ...1° 


Because existence was that which is positive, ‘posited (gesetzt), ensured and 
maintained’, said Schelling, this — the philosophy which ignores it — should be 
called ‘negative philosophy’. As we shall see, the turn towards positive philosophy 
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was an essential element in Schelling’s lifelong pursuit of a satisfactory definition 
of freedom: unlike Kant, who confined freedom to the intellectual and not the 
sensory realm, Schelling was insistent that freedom of the will would be an empty 
concept if philosophy did not turn to the place where freedom was real, namely to 
experience.'° Experience was also the domain in which the concept of God received 
its true meaning, for religion was perfected only in its experienced happenings. 


Hegel 


Such considerations formed the basis for and indeed the essence of Schelling’s 
magisterial attack on Hegel, that for which his philosophy is most arresting. His 
dispute with Hegel was the definitive fact about his philosophy: having started in 1809, 
the differences between them became the key point about his later philosophy. Anti- 
Hegelianism became Schelling’s stock in trade. 

We saw in Chapter 2 that Hegel’s aim had been to establish a system in which reason 
would be totally self-grounding. He wanted philosophy to be a presuppositionless 
science and wanted to turn Cartesian doubt and Kantian criticism on to the structures 
of thought itself. Hegel’s starting-point was thus not the Cartesian cogito, but instead 
the more impersonal conviction that thought is. He began with the simple being of 
thought. He tried to arrive at the notion of that which is common to all that is by 
making an abstraction from all the differences between beings, that is, from all the 
determinations which are proper to each thing. "° 

As we also saw in Chapter 2, traditional realism affirms that being is the first 
determination of all, and not that it is that which is most indeterminate. We also saw 
that the desire to attain in our knowledge of the world the kind of direct truth that we 
have in mathematics leads paradoxically to systems which in fact cut themselves off 
from being completely. 

It is clear that Hegel’s Logic did move entirely within the realm of thought, and that 
its very purpose was to undercut or forestall any realist objection about independent 
reality.''' Pippin writes, ‘The Logic is idealist in its function and goal, and that at 
least means that thinking about the relations between the thought determinations 
of the Logic and “reality” cannot be construed as a problem of “correspondence”. 
For Hegel, any “reality” side of such a dyad is just another thought determination. 
“Truth”, he says, “is the agreement of a thought content with itself.” [Wissenschaft 
der Logik, 86].’''? Indeed, Hegel himself never denied the cyclical nature of his 
philosophy, which Schelling was to attack, but rather justified it as a simple fact 
which corresponded to what really happens." 


109 Danz, Die philosophische Christologie Schellings, p. 155. 

110 Daujat, Y a-t-il une verite?, p. 43. 

111 Robert B. Pippin, Hegels Idealism: The Satisfactions of Self-Consciousness 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 92 and 98. 

112 Ibid., p. 187. 

113 Manfred Frank, Der unendliche Mangel an Sein, Schellings Hegelkrikitk und die 
Anfänge der Marxschen Dialektik (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1975), p. 161. 


112 Schelling versus Hegel 


It was this search for absolute indeterminacy — pursued in the name of completely 
self-constituting reason — that led Hegel to undermine the law of identity. If pure 
being disappeared into nothing, then the idea must be abandoned that everything 
is what it is and not another thing. Being and nothing were no longer very different 
from one another. In fact, they became indistinguishable: as Schelling says, in Hegel, 
‘between being and nothing, there is no opposition, they do nothing to one another.’!4 
This is the very opposite of Aristotelian logic. 

Hegel’s purpose was to give a richer content to Kantian idealism, which he 
regarded as excessively conceptual and abstract. He did this by proposing a reform of 
the notion of the concept, and an account of how the concept progressively acquired 
determination from its initial utter indeterminacy. He claimed that it did this by a 
process of contradiction or negation. This brought the principle of contradiction, 
instead of the principle of identity, into the centre of Hegel’s ontology. Hegel did, 
indeed, find the laws of Verstand too constricting, and rejected the need to stick to 
the law of identity. He preferred eternal flux instead: 


Pure being and pure nothing are therefore the same. The truth is neither being nor the 
nothing (das Nichts) but being in nothing and the nothing in being ... In the same way 
truth is not its lack of difference but that it is not the same, that it is absolutely different but 
also unseparated and inseparable and immediately everything vanishes into its opposite. 
Its truth is therefore this movement of the immediate disappearance of one into the other; 
the becoming (das Werden) of the immediate disappearance of the one into the other; the 
becoming: a movement in which both are different but through a difference which has just 
as immediately dissolved.''® 


Thus, as Walter Kasper says, Hegel’s dialectics abolishes the rule of non-contradiction 
in positing the identity of identity and non-identity.''’ Houlgate says (reading Hegel), 
“We have to think of pure being and nothing in terms of one another.’!'* It is precisely 
this attitude which Etienne Gilson attacked when he criticised the essentialist tradition 
which began with Plato and culminated in Hegel: ‘One can be certain of finding 
oneself in the Platonist tradition whenever the notions of existence and nothingness 
are brought down to purely essential notions of the same and the other ... the radical 
opposition between being and nothing is effaced by the distinction between that 
“which really is” and that which “is not really”. Being receives that variable value 
which it always has in an ontology of essences.’ !!° 

Hegel concluded from this (rather like Spinoza) that it was only by saying what 
something is not that we can say what it is: the determination of identity becomes 
indistinguishable from the determination of difference. The ultimate concepts, 
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therefore, are not the principles of identity or non-contradiction, but instead the 
principles of difference and contradiction. Hegel’s notion of the self-determination 
of spirit led him to say that the whole of philosophy consisted in positing (setzen) 
that which is already implicit in a concept.'” This in turn implied that fully 
presuppositionless thought could not begin with any conceivable distinction between 
thought and being at all. Hegel insisted that reality was not given, and his Logic was 
therefore profoundly critical of the ontological aspirations (and assumptions) of any 
philosophy which does not make the full effort to be fully self-determining.’*' For 
Hegel, being was not just there-ness: it was conceived as dialectically structured self- 
determination and self-generation. The existence of nature was not just a contingent 
fact but rather the result of the gradual unfolding of reason: being was rational, 
because to be was to be self-determining, that is, rational. Indeed, developing reason 
was the very substance of existence itself, and this is why Hegel said being was to be 
understood as absolute Geist.!”? 

Schelling recognised that Hegel thought the concept was everything, and that it 
could encompass the whole of history as well as things like the proof of the Holy 
Trinity. Hegel started with the concept of pure being, and Schelling attacked him for 
this — much as Hegel had taken Schelling to task in the Preface to the Phenomenology 
— by saying that it was an inadequate concept. In particular, the movement Hegel 
described was, according to Schelling, no real movement at all. Schelling, therefore, 
attacked his late former friend exactly where the traditionalist realists attack him too: 
on his identification of being with nothingness. He said this was typical of negative 
philosophy, first because it ignored what true being is, and second because its logical 
(‘negative’) system could not explain why the Absolute should go out of itself. 


That Hegel nonetheless attributes immanent movement to pure being means nothing other 
than that the thought which begins with pure being feels the impossibility of remaining 
with this, the most abstract and the most empty, by which Hegel himself explains pure 
being. The necessity to go beyond this has its cause in the fact that the thought is used to 
a more concrete being, more full of content (inhaltsvolleres): it cannot be satisfied with 
the meagre fare of pure being, in which only a content in general, but none in particular, 
is thought. In the final instance, it is only because there is in fact a richer and fuller 
(inhaltsvolleres) being, and that the thinking mind is itself such a thing; and so it is not a 
possibility which lies in the empty concept itself, but rather one which is in philosophizing 
itself, and one which is forced up by its remembrance, which does not allow it to remain 
with pure abstraction.” 


Hegel’s concepts therefore lacked all life and all reality. (Later, Schelling was to 
say that the use of purely logical concepts, instead of ones which are grounded in 
reality, was like wanting to use lead soldiers in a real battle.'”*) By analogy with 
his rejection of the ontological argument, Schelling held that thought did not know 
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without experience whether necessity exists in reality. We have already seen that 
this Hegelian view is predicated on a misguided attempt to arrive at a notion of pure 
being by making an abstraction from all things which are, and from the erroneous 
conclusion that this means that being is the most indeterminate thing of all. 

Instead, Schelling argued, being was that which has the potential for thought 
and knowledge within itself, and of which thought and knowledge are the direct 
manifestation. This is why Schelling said that one is thus driven beyond Hegelian 
abstraction by the fact that there is a fuller and richer being, a fact of which we are 
aware because the thinking mind is such a being. We are led to being and existence 
not by an empty abstract concept, but by the richness and reality of thought itself. 
There was no such thing as pure being without an object (Gegenstand). Indeed, 
when Hegel thought of pure being, he was in fact thinking of nothing, and he was 
therefore trying to deduce becoming from nothing." 


In fact, one cannot contradict these sentences or declare them to be false; because they 
are sentences from which you can get absolutely nothing. It is like trying to carry water in 
the palm of your hand: you get absolutely nothing. The sheer work of trying to hold fast 
onto something which cannot be held fast, because it is nothing, here takes the place of 
philosophizing. One can say the same thing for the whole of Hegel’s philosophy. '”° 


Schelling’s criticism was acid. All that Hegel reached was a general concept of 
becoming, but not any particular becoming. 


The transfer of the concept of process onto dialectical movement, where no struggle at all 
is possible, but only a monotonous, soporific progression, belongs to that misuse of words 
which for Hegel is an important means of hiding the lack of true life in his system.'?’ 


Hegel’s system represented the apogee of simple withdrawal into pure thought. 
Schelling’s point was that being could not be reduced to consciousness or to the 
concept one has of it. Being simply escapes the sphere of the concept, as Manfred 
Frank puts it, and Schelling is unique among the idealists for making this point.'”® In 
fact, this makes him no longer an idealist. 

Schelling concluded his traditionalist critique of Hegel by attacking rationalist 
philosophies, like Hegel’s, for whom God was nothing but an abstract conclusion 
reached at the end. Hegel tried and failed, said Schelling, to account for free creation. 
In fact, Hegel’s God became captured by world-historical processes: he was a never- 
resting God. Schelling reproached Hegel for digging the grave of God’s liberty. In 
words which betray Schelling’s horror of the futility and nihilism inherent in Hegel, 
he called Hegel’s God, ‘The God of eternal continuous doing, of relentless unrest, 
who never finds the Sabbath, he is a God who only ever does what he has already 
done, and therefore can never create anything new ...”'” As Walter Schulz rightly 
says, ‘In these words, Schelling indicates that an eternal happening is senseless and 
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nihilistic, for in it nothing really happens, what comes out is only what already once 
was, there is no meaningful action into the future.’ At least in Schelling’s world, 
the creation happens. 

Schelling’s attack on the constancy and circularity of God’s efforts in Hegel’s 
system was not fortuitous: it was an attempt to torpedo the whole Hegelian system 
by destroying its very basis — the idea that truth is contained only in the whole. 
Hegel thought of the Absolute as a process, and he believed that he could deal with 
the central question of the transition from the infinite to the finite by arguing for the 
identity of thought and being within a self-contained philosophical system. With 
the phenomenology of spirit as with human history, the sense was known only in 
the whole, a proposition which, it was argued in Chapter 2, can open the way to the 
relativism Schelling spent his life attacking. On the contrary, Schelling held that 
even if something came to truth only at its end, it would have to be already familiar 
with itself at the beginning, or else there could be no recognition.'*! This was the 
significance of Schelling’s adherence to the principle of identity, and of his insistence 
on the Absolute’s pre-reflexive identity with itself. 

Schelling therefore perpetrated a kind of tear in the seamless system of Hegel’s 
Phenomenology, because the decision made by God to create the world, like the 
decisions made by individuals for good or evil, are absolutely free and therefore 
unpredictable. ‘To tear the absolute away from the dialectic and to place it in its own 
freedom, against Hegel and against all idealism — that was Schelling’s preoccupation 
to which all his later questioning was directed’, says Fuhrmans."*? Hegel is too 
solipsistic, and his attempt to ground an entire system on thought in fact leads to 
the suppression of the individual. As Tilliette argues, Hegel’s elimination of the real 
world as an object of individual experience produces a narrowness and partiality of 
vision in which the superior notions of ethics and religion have no place.! Hegel 
handed reality over to logic and thereby destroyed it. 

Schelling’s lifelong central preoccupations, in other words — the creation and the 
nature of God’s action in reality — were what drove him to abandon the structures of 
Hegelian idealism. Whereas Hegel reflected only on the internal structures of liberty, 
Schelling attempted to reflect on the sources of that liberty — which he regarded 
as an irruption and as a divine spark — as well as on its purpose or teleology.’ 
The concept of teleology, indeed, was obviously central to a truly religious view of 
reality. Schelling reproached Hegel for fleeing from the question of the origins of 
human liberty, and of thus ignoring its true nature. Hegel had thought he could find 
the richness of existence in the structures of pure reflection, while existence itself 
remained a pure fact, inaccessible to thought. Hegel, as Schelling insisted, could 
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conceive of Seyn only in terms of Wesen: indeed, he accused him of being fully 
ignorant of the difference." In a lovely phrase, Schelling wrote, ‘The whole world 
lies in the nets of understanding or of reason, but the question is precisely how it got 
into these nets, for there is obviously more in the world than just reason — indeed 
there is something which strives to break out of reason’s limits.’ 13 

What Schelling wanted to do was to force Hegel’s thought to take account of that 
which it presupposed, namely existence — ‘that which is more than pure reason’. The 
Hegelian process was dominated by an abstraction whose consequence obliterated 
the starting-point, the source or the foundation of existence which causes the 
movement of thought." 

The difference between positive and negative philosophy thus crystallised around 
the notions of existence and of God. Positive philosophy started with the premise, 
which is fully assumed as transcending logical deduction, that God exists and there is 
thus such a thing as existence. As Walter Schulz put it, the God of negative philosophy 
was the result, or end, of a chain of reasoning: the God of positive philosophy, by 
contrast, was a beginning, a creator.'** By contrast, as Schelling wrote, ‘[Hegel’s] 
God is not free from the world, but burdened with it.’ As Schelling declared in 
1820, 


Here nothing more can be explained by necessity; rather, the transition into being is a free 
deed ... Here we separate ourselves from the concept of the dialectician. Here is the point 
where not the concept but only the deed is decisive.!4° 


In other words, Schelling concluded against Hegel that thought was incapable of 
completing itself by itself, much in the same way as the Catholic metaphysicians deny 
powers of totally autonomous self-legislation in abstracto to the unaided reason of 
the individual. This is why Schelling’s influence on Catholic theologians of the period 
was important. Unlike Hegel, who was distinctly anti-Catholic, Schelling provided 
his Catholic disciples with a way of conceiving their theology and philosophy in the 
style of the nineteenth century.'*! Although Schelling was obviously very much part 
of the idealist current of philosophy which starts with thinking rather than with being, 
his later development was distinctly anti-Enlightenment and a fortiori anti-idealist. 
The fact that he may not have been completely religiously orthodox on all points 
was just what contemporary Catholics liked about him.'* This is why O’Meara calls 
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Schelling a bridge between idealism/Romanticism and Roman Catholicism,'* 


opposed to the more Protestant transcendentalism of Kant, Fichte and Hegel. 


as 


Jacobi 


The final piece of the jigsaw fell into place in Schelling’s discussion of Jacobi. For 
Schelling, being may be an extra-logical fact, but it is also an intelligible fact. 

Jacobi had greatly influenced Schelling at the beginning of the century because 
of his criticism of Spinoza, against whom he directed the familiar charges of atheism 
and nihilism. He provided the first philosophical critique of modern rationalism, for 
he maintained that nihilism resulted from Kantian dualism, and from interpreting the 
whole world according to scientific or causal laws. He predicted that this would open 
the floodgates to the worst aspects of materialism and scientism, and he demanded 
that philosophy return to religion instead. 

Jacobi drew direct inspiration from Hume’s pragmatism in his fight against 
German rationalism and idealism, and especially from the Humean notion of 
natural belief in the external world. Jacobi also used Hume to provide a defence of 
religion: anti-Cartesian and anti-rationalist, Jacobi held that belief in God was as 
natural as belief in the outside world, but that neither could be grounded in deductive 
reason — precisely because reason presupposed them. Jacobi concluded — rightly, 
as we know with hindsight — that Kantianism would have to move on to absolute 
idealism. Indeed, Jacobi thought all rationalism nihilist. He believed, like Hume, 
that any philosophy which undermined naive realism could not be believed. He 
thus challenged philosophy to think of existence other than in terms of an abstract 
essence." 

All these theories would have been grist to Schelling’s anti-idealist mill if Jacobi 
had not, in Schelling’s eyes, gone too far. By the time of the Munich lectures, Jacobi 
and Schelling had fallen out, precisely because Jacobi thought all knowledge was 
fatalist, so he appealed to feeling and mystical intuition instead. In Schelling’s view, 
this total abandonment of rationalism paradoxically meant that Jacobi was himself 
a kind of rationalist, who accepted the validity of rationalist arguments, but used 
mysticism as a means to escape the conclusions. Hence he called Jacobi, somewhat 
sourly, ‘the person from whom one can learn the most in modern philosophy’.'** By 
shutting himself off from the proper use of reason, Schelling opined, ‘The end of 
Jacobi’s philosophy is thus general non-knowledge.’!*° 

In other words, Schelling attacked Jacobi’s view that revelation was outside the 
grasp of reason.'*’ Jacobi’s rational world was even more arid and hostile to reason 
than that of the critical philosophers. By banishing all value from real experience, 
Jacobi ended up with nothing but a vague spiritualism. Schelling reproached Jacobi 
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for sending away precisely that which can give philosophy its true content, namely 
the real world as God had created it.'** Positive philosophy must start with a That, 
the consequence of God’s liberty, and religious knowledge did indeed begin with 
such positivity, of which transcendental philosophy was quite ignorant. Struck by 
the emptiness of contemporary philosophy in comparison with the ‘fullness of 
revelation’,'*’ Schelling said instead that there was a kind of knowledge which Jacobi 
did not want to acknowledge, namely one which included the main dogmas of faith 
—and especially ‘freedom and providence as the cause of the world, the freedom of 
the human will, individual life after death, and all the other demands of faith’.!°° 

He had expressed a similar thought in the Freedom essay, when he had written 
approvingly of Lessing’s determination to elaborate revealed truths as rational 
ones:'*! neither passage was much different from St Thomas Aquinas’ and St 
Augustine’s maxim, credo ut intellegam, ‘I believe in order to understand.’ Just as 
one could not understand Euclid unless one took the first premises and sentences 
on trust, Schelling said, so ‘All knowledge arises from faith.’'*? By contrast, ‘In 
looking, there is no understanding.’ Because Schelling knew that the split between 
faith and philosophy was inevitable after Descartes, and because he rejected Jacobi’s 
blanket conviction that all philosophy led to fatalism and atheism, Schelling was 
determined to develop a philosophy which understood the reality was intelligible 
and reasonable. 

Although still tempted by certain aspects of mysticism, Schelling insisted that 
it was wrong to turn away from clear perception and understanding. He declared 
himself to be fundamentally an empiricist: ‘If we had the choice between empiricism 
and the thought-necessity of exaggerated rationalism, which suppresses everything, 
then no free spirit could hesitate to plump for empiricism.’'** 

For Schelling, empiricism denied neither supernatural nor moral laws. Philosophy 
based on the view that the world was the result of the act of creation was a science 
of knowledge.'* Schelling attacked ‘French philosophy’ for taking nothing from the 
empire of experience other than psychological observations and analyses. He rightly 
called this ‘ideology’. Instead of this, he said it was the German calling to bring 
positive philosophy and empiricism together. 

The significance of the way in which Jacobi and Schelling drifted apart is very 
great. For Jacobi, ‘Motion towards the Absolute implied an intuitive leap of faith.’'* 
His philosophy thus illustrated the difference between Protestant and Catholic 
approaches: although Catholics say that man cannot apprehend God completely, 
they disagree with Protestants who affirm that human reason is so vitiated by sin 
that it can have no knowledge of the Absolute at all. It is clear that there are parallels 
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between the Protestant view and Kantian epistemology (although the cause of 
our inability to know reality as it is in itself does not come from sin in Kant) and, 
conversely, between the Catholic view and Schelling’s. 

Indeed, being strongly mystic, Jacobi had attacked Schelling after the publication 
of the Freedom essay for even trying to describe God.'”’ He also accused him of 
atheism, a charge Schelling returned in 1812.'°* Schelling said Jacobi himself was 
atheist because his theories culminated in an escapist faith which avoided the problem 
of how a real God grounded the world’s life. O’Meara writes, ‘By attacking Jacobi, 
Schelling hurled himself against the remaining bulwarks of the Enlightenment. 
Although he only perceived this dimly, he was rejecting religion without reality.’!*° 
It was this, indeed, which brought Schelling and Baader together: Schelling was 
becoming realist, both philosophically and religiously, and this brought him closer 
to the Catholic tradition than the Protestant — even if Baader, who also fell out with 
Schelling, in whose philosophy he always detected an anti-individualism incompatible 
with Catholic teaching, was to write witheringly to Hegel that, ‘Schelling’s early 
Nature Philosophy was a strong and tasty steak, but now he just brews up a ragout 
with all kinds of ingredients in it, including Christian ones.’ "° 

But the main point for us is this: Schelling concluded his attack on theosophy 
with a specific attack on the Gnostic notion that knowledge of God is so mystical 
that it cannot be communicated in speech.'®' Schelling specifically rejected any such 
tradition, especially when he attacked the mystical notion that ‘discursive speech’ 
was useless.’ These remarks put Schelling at a distance from the theosophical 
and mystic tradition in which he was earlier interested, and drew him yet closer to 
traditional realism. 


Conclusion: Schelling and the Creation 


In the light of all this, it is significant that, two years after the Munich lectures, 
in the Darstellung des philosophischen Empirismus (Portrayal of Philosophical 
Empiricism) of 1836, Schelling returned to the question of creation, insisting that 
the liberty of God would be attenuated if a concept of it did not imply liberty from 
all relationships, even from any possible creation. 

In this work, Schelling insisted that God would be free only if he were able to 
create within Himself any potentialities which may precede the creation. He would 
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not be free if the act of creation consisted only in bringing those potentialities into 
reality, especially if they were eternally present within Him.'“ This obviously brought 
Schelling much closer to the fully-fledged traditional concept of creation ex nihilo. 
As Schelling himself emphasised, ‘Creation out of nothing can mean nothing other 
than creatio absque omni praeexistente potentia — creation without any potentiality 
being there before, and without any potentiality having been posited by the will of 
the creator.’'™ 

Having begun to write of ‘creation ex nihilo’ (‘eine Erschaffung aus Nichts’)'© 
in the Erlangen lectures of 1820-21, and having also written warmly of ‘eine 
Schöpfung aus Nichts’ (‘a creation out of nothing’)'* in the 1827-28 System der 
Weltalter, Schelling also abandoned the idea that that out of which creation was 
created was just the relatively not-being. He started to call it ‘das Nichts’ (‘nothing’) 
or ‘eigentlich nichts’ (‘actually nothing’) instead. In Genesis, of course, the world 
before creation was both without form and void, while St Augustine made it clear 
that God made creatures ‘out of nothing”. It is obvious that if existence is a result 
of the free act of God, then it is not the result of some logical process and therefore 
not deducible by mere human thought. As Maesschalk writes, ‘Thought presupposes 
at its origin more than itself. It thus finds itself incapable of completing itself and it 
remains separated from its only possible foundation, existence.’'® 

Schelling made it very clear later that his earlier distinction between nothing and 
non-being was a mistake. Precisely because the notion of absolutely free creation 
informed the whole of Christianity, said Schelling, it had to be adhered to: the notion 
of creation out of nothing, he said, presupposed ‘that absolutely nothing — no non- 
being, indeed no potentiality, whether in the Creator or outside Him, can precede 
fully free creation’.' It is important to remind oneself in all this that Schelling’s 
distance from Kant here could hardly be greater, for such speculation is precisely 
what Kant denied philosophy could make. 

Schelling insisted, coherently, that if the potentialities were themselves created 
by God, then the creation was a matter of His will, not His intelligence.'” They were 
not present within Him independently of His will. Even if it has been rightly argued 
that there were some weaknesses and hesitations on this issue right to the end of his 
life, Schelling’s unabashed emphasis on the utter freedom of the creation is surely 
the crucial point, especially with respect to Schelling’s relationship to idealism.!?! 
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Schelling is clear, unlike Hegel, that the doctrine of creation ex nihilo is fundamental 
to Christian doctrine.'” 

On the other hand, as Brito argues, Schelling was never very happy with the 
Thomist (and traditional Christian) view that God could have created whichever 
world he liked. Brito feels that Schelling’s view is that God can create or not create 
the world, but that God does not have fully free reign in deciding what kind of world 
He creates. God’s free choice was identified with necessity, and the negation by 
Schelling of any alternative to the world as it is created limits to the infinite liberality 
of God’s creative goodness. Yet, as Brito also makes clear, Schelling conceived three 
very important Christian dogmas: the goodness of creation, the redoubtable power of 
evil, and evil’s ultimate defeat by Jesus Christ.'” 

This is why it seems right to hang on to the main thrust of Josef Anton Stüttler’s 
argument. He draws attention to the similarities between Schelling’s Potenzen 
(potentialities) and the possibilia of the Scholastics.'”* Despite a slight difference 
— in the Scholastic tradition, God’s creative act is defined as His freely bringing 
the possibilia into reality, while in Schelling it consists more in a free bringing 
forth of the Potenzen in God!” — the commentator rightly emphasises how different 
Schelling’s doctrine is from that which flows through the whole late idealist tradition 
in Germany, namely the affirmation that the world is the result of God’s coming to 
Himself. Schelling thought that the world was the result of the free creation of God; 
it was not the place of His eternal birth. It was precisely Schelling’s determination 
in the later philosophy to conceive of the world as the product of freedom, and 
not as the result of God’s becoming. This notion of creation as a free act is utterly 
incompatible with the idealist project, which was to search for an absolute beginning 
and then explain the world through an immanent process of mediation: Schelling 
had quite clearly broken out of that particular mould, precisely because, for him, 
freedom meant that which could not be predicted a priori. Dialectical necessity is 
simply blown apart by genuine freedom, whether it be man’s or God’s. This is why 
Josef Stüttler concludes that Schelling did not so much complete German idealism as 
break through it and destroy it.' Meanwhile, as Christian Danz rightly emphasises, 
it is precisely because Schelling came to conceive specifically of Christ as the 
‘realisation of freedom in history’ (because He is Himself unconditional) that the 
philosopher’s quest for the correct understanding of freedom led him, eventually, 
back to God.!77 
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Chapter 6 


The Religious Flowering in 
Schelling’s Late Philosophy 


Keen as is a travelling stranger, his degree in his pocket, to continue the studies of his choice, 
I went straight to the heart of the matter and tried to put my interlocutor [Schelling] onto his 
own terrain by saying that public opinion was very interested in his project of creating a new 
philosophy. I asked him to tell me what to think of it. His regard, which had been calm until 
this moment, became animated and shone with a more lively clarity. He replied with perfect 
good nature, and with his own desire to give me satisfaction, that he had indeed been working 
for many long years on a work whose goal was to present the harmony between revelation 
and philosophy and thereby to give the key to the latter ... Encouraged by this overture 
and desirous of more exact information, I asked the venerable old man, ‘What will be the 
principle, what will be the dominant note of this harmony?’ Thereupon — I can still see it now 
— Schelling got up, went to his library, took down an old copy of the New Testament in Greek 
and came back to me holding out the sacred volume. Then he opened it at Romans X1:36 and 
read himself: ‘For of Him, and by Him, and in Him, are all things.’ (The philosopher spoke 
even of this passage as indicating the Trinity.) ‘That’, he said simply, ‘is the fundament 
and the last word of my philosophy. Holy Scripture gives them to us.’ 


A. Eschenauer, Philosophie religieuse: une visite au philosophe 
Schelling a Berlin en 1851 (Lille, 1862) 


Thought and Being in the Philosophy of Revelation 


This study began with an assessment of the difficult relationship between the 
Christian religion and German idealism. It ends with an examination of Schelling’s 
late philosophy which is explicitly if not exclusively religious. As Manfred Durner 
writes, ‘Schelling’s late philosophy, both in its content and in the structure of its 
thought, is influenced by the heritage of Christian thought to the highest degree. 
Its conception would be unthinkable without this relationship to Christianity.”! 
Josef Anton Stiittler writes, ‘It cannot be seriously disputed today that Schelling 
already in the Weltalter but also in the Philosophy of Mythology and [the Philosophy 
of] Revelation effects a clear turn towards Christian thought.’* Klaus Hemmerle 
says, ‘Schelling’s later work is concerned with God, and precisely not a merely 
philosophical God but with the God of living religion, with the God of Christian 
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revelation.” Josef Kreiml writes that the question of God is ‘the central question’ 
of the late philosophy and that the whole of the late philosophy should be seen 
as nothing less than an attempt to elaborate a philosophical theology.* Surveying 
the secondary literature, Christian Danz draws attention to the wide consensus that, 
‘Christology has a central position in Schelling’s late philosophy’.° Xavier Tilliette 
writes, ‘The positive philosophy is an enterprise of theological content, directed 
principally against rationalism and idealism.” 

Schelling’s contemporaries well understood the reason for his appointment to 
succeed Hegel as professor of philosophy in Berlin in 1841. The new Prussian king, 
Friedrich Wilhelm IV, wanted to install Schelling in the ‘high temple of Hegelianism’ 
(to use Fuhrmans’ expression) in order to pursue a conservative cultural and political 
agenda: in a splendid phrase, he said that he wanted Schelling to combat ‘the dragon 
seed of Hegelian Pantheism, the flat arrogance of know-alls, and the dissolution by 
law of domestic discipline’. 

Schelling was known as a conservative figure. His star had waned as Hegel’s 
had risen, and many commentators regarded him as an object of ridicule. In 1835 
(Hegel had died in 1831) Heinrich Heine made fun of a Schelling who, he said, had 
been dethroned by Hegel and who could now be seen wandering around Munich 
looking downcast and dejected. Heine declared sarcastically, ‘He has become a 
good Catholic.’ For the humorist and cynic, Schelling’s decision to creep back into 
‘the religious stables of the past’? was a thoroughly bad thing: ‘The old believers 
can, if they want, ring their bells and sing their Kyrie eleison in honour of such a 
conversion [that is, of Schelling, supposedly to Catholicism]. It proves nothing for 
their doctrine, it proves only that a man turns towards Catholicism when he is old 
and tired, when his physical and spiritual forces abandon him and when he can no 
longer either play or think.’* 

Schelling’s luck turned with the accession of a new king to the throne of Prussia. 
His appointment to Hegel’s old chair went hand in hand with Prussia’s suppression 
of David Strauss’s The Life of Jesus, Critically Examined, the book that founded the 
school of exegesis which holds that the gospels are historically unreliable documents: 
Strauss had cited Hegel as one of the sources for his work, which was to excite 
both Ludwig Feuerbach and Karl Marx, and they of course were great enemies of 
Schelling. Berlin was then in a ferment of revolutionary enthusiasm and many of the 
people who attended Schelling’s first lectures were to go on to become professional 
revolutionaries or socialists in later life, Mikhail Bakunin and Friedrich Engels in 
first place. But also in the audience were people from the whole spectrum of the 
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Berlin intelligentsia: Friedrick Trendelenburg, Schelling’s colleague who influenced 
him towards Aristotle; Friedrich Carl von Savigny, the great Roman jurist; Sören 
Kierkegaard, Alexander von Humboldt, Jacob Burckhardt, Leopold von Ranke and 
others. The lectures aroused huge interest at first, precisely because so many people 
realised what was at stake. 

For his part, Engels was in no doubt about the historical significance of Schelling’s 
move to Berlin. ‘Ask anybody in Berlin today on what field the battle for dominion 
over German public opinion in politics and religion, that is, over Germany itself, is 
being fought,’ he wrote, ‘and if he has any idea of the power of the mind over the 
world he will reply that this battlefield is the University, in particular Lecture-hall No. 
6, where Schelling is giving his lectures on the philosophy of revelation.’” Engels’ 
account of those lectures is vivid and polemical and he drew particular attention 
to the essence of the battle, which was between Schelling and Hegel. ‘Anybody’, 
he wrote, ‘will see in the declaration of Hegel’s death pronounced by Schelling’s 
appearance in Berlin the vengeance of the gods for the declaration of Schelling’s 
death which Hegel pronounced in his time.’ Naturally, Engels sided vigorously with 
Hegel against what he later called ‘the last stand of reaction against free philosophy’, 
that is, Hegelianism. As it turned out, of course, Schelling’s ‘last stand’ proved 
notably ineffective and Hegel’s epigones, the Marxists, were soon to embark on 
what turned out to be a century of cultural hegemony which seemed to come to an 
end only with the so-called ‘collapse of communism’ in 1989-91. To this extent, 
Schelling is a philosopher on the losing side of history. 

If perceptive political observers like Engels noticed immediately what was 
afoot, this was because Schelling had become not only a politically conservative 
figure but also a philosophically and religiously conservative one too. His increasing 
interest in religion went hand in hand with his increasing emphasis on the primacy 
of existence, that is, with a realist ontological standpoint. Schelling wrote, ‘In all 
reality two aspects can be recognised and stated: quid sit und quod sit = what a 
being (ein Seiendes) is and that a being is ... Is philosophy just concerned with the 
essence (Wesen) of things, and does it have nothing to do with their existence?’!° No, 
he replied. That things exist, he insisted, we know only by experience, not reason. 
Experience is thus the ultimate source of knowledge about the world. Explaining 
Schelling’s view, Bowie writes, ‘Reason can legislate on what must be the case if 
something exists, but not whether something really does exist.’'' This did not mean 
that existence was beyond reason, nor that Schelling’s approach was irrationalist. 
Rather, Schelling insisted that being (Sein) was the ‘inborn content of reason’.'? 
Precisely because thinking required being, Schelling attacked modern philosophy for 
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being only negative and abstract. Any philosophy which moved only in the realm of 
concepts, like Kant’s, could give only a very unsatisfactory account of the world." 

The search for knowledge thus implied the search for intelligible being: 
philosophy assumes being.'* The that-ness of reality precedes all philosophy, and thus 
philosophy even presupposes the existence of God, as the fount of all existence." 
Unlike systems of emanation, for which God is a mere concept arrived at at the end, 
Schelling said that his system should take God’s real existence as its very beginning, 
as the source of all existence and reason. In a very telling phrase, he wrote that if 
the potentiality, which was above all being, existed, ‘Then existence must be the 
first principle (Prius); the concept comes later.’'* The ontological argument, and the 
idealism it underpins, was wrong to see things the other way around. 

Fichte, for instance, was too subjective. ‘No one can find in Fichte’s 
Wissenschaftslehre the slightest trace of objective knowledge.’!’ Nonetheless, 
Schelling praised him for having at least begun with being, which he had grasped 
in the act of self-consciousness. This was the point of departure for the succeeding 
philosophy: ‘It was only a small step from this to recognizing the essence of the 
foundation (Prius) of all being (Sein).’'® 

The late Schelling was thus able to describe his own trajectory as one of 
attempting to work within the framework of his predecessors, while at the same 
time liberating himself from their excessively subjective preoccupations — much the 
interpretation offered in Chapter 3. Because he had thought he still needed the I as 
a basis, Schelling explained, he had turned to nature as an object of philosophy, and 
by the time of the System of Transcendental Idealism, he said, the objective nature 
of his methodology was already visible.” This seems a very fair description of his 
own development. 

According to Schelling, his own Identity Philosophy had differed from Fichte’s 
claim that the outside world was non-being or non-subject. He also began to see that 
such negative philosophy did not deny the existence of objects in the real world: 
rather, it simply passed the question by. Negative philosophy should say that it 
does not know whether God or the world exists.” Kant had allowed himself to be 
distracted by the accusation that he was an idealist who denied the existence of 
things in the real world, whereas in truth his philosophy, being ‘absolutely idealist’, 
in fact did not treat the question at all. Schelling said that Kant’s attempt to prove 
the contrary was a mistake: only ‘relative idealism’ actively denied the existence 
of things.”' But because of its negative character, said Schelling, his own Identity 
Philosophy merely became another form of Spinozism. 
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It was Hegel who took the implications of the Identity Philosophy to their logical 
conclusion. It is comforting, in view of the cosmogonical context in which this study 
has tried to place Schelling’s thought, that Schelling should have specifically used 
the term ‘Orphic’ to criticise the Hegelian absolute, in which everything lay hidden 
and waiting to be revealed.” Hegel tried to prove the existence of the Absolute in 
his Logic, said Schelling, but the very title emphasised that his method was purely 
logical: ‘Logic makes no claim to contain anything real within it. Thought is on its 
own (ist mit sich allein) so that it never has the world, but only itself, as content. The 
richness of the concrete world, says Hegel, is still beyond it. The process takes place 
within the realm of pure concept.’” 

The result of this was that, whereas previous philosophy had assumed the real 
as an a priori concept — ‘concepts were already made with respect to the real’? 
— subsequent philosophy had lost all relation to reality completely. Its concepts 
were this ‘empty’, said Schelling. He sounded more and more like Gilson when 
he bemoaned the fact that, ‘Since the decline of metaphysics which Bacon began, 
ontology has lost all importance.” Schelling emphasised once again - as this study 
has affirmed — that his Nature Philosophy was an attempt to counteract this decline 
of ‘metaphysics’ and to put thought back into contact with reality.” For ‘with mere 
concepts, there can be no real thought’.”” 

Hegel’s other weakness, Schelling maintained, was to have described his Absolute 
as if it were a thing or a person. ‘A mere concept can obviously not “decide”’, 
Schelling wrote scathingly.** In other words, Schelling was attacking Hegel on his 
favourite ground, the creation. Schelling insisted that he was not trying to mock 
Hegel’s negative philosophy, but merely to describe its limits: negative philosophy 
dealt with the world of possibilities, positive philosophy with the facts.” 

In particular, Schelling attacked Hegel’s notion that the development of the 
world was the development of God, for this would mean that God were less perfect 
at the beginning than at the end.” Negative philosophy or rationalist philosophy 
(Vernunftphilosophie) was neither Christian nor un-Christian, he said. The key was 
not to have a philosophy for which Christianity was a mere possibility, but rather one 
which integrated it entirely. Here, indeed, lay the crux. ‘Revelation assumes the real 
God, and a real relationship of human consciousness to God. Pure rational science 
(Vernunftwissenschaft) cannot even include this as a possibility.’*! 

Schelling’s view of existence, including God’s, was that it was the presupposition 
of thought and thus beyond thought, but not therefore irrational. ‘If we want to attain 
anything which is outside thought (irgend etwas außer dem Denken Seyendes), we 
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have to go out from a being which is absolutely independent of all thought, which 
comes before all thought. Of this being (Seyn) Hegel’s philosophy knows nothing. 
It has no place for this concept.’ Paradoxically, this led Schelling back to something 
approaching a Kantian position, for ‘precisely that which is in God, thanks to which 
He is that which groundlessly exists, Kant calls an abyss for human reason: for what 
is this other than that before which reason falls silent, by which it is swallowed up, 
and against which it is nothing more, and can do nothing. ’” 

Schelling quoted Kant approvingly at this point, for he had realised that freedom 
was indeed an abyss for human reason. But he said that ‘in our times’ philosophy 
had posited this ‘as a mere moment in thought, whereas in this thought, which is 
the deepest of all in human nature, it is a question of that being which is before all 
thought.” But that before which reason fell silent was being itself. As he said, 


This ultimate thing is that which stands above being, that which no longer goes over into 
being, it is that which we have named the being (das Seiende) ... (It is) that which is most 
worthy of knowledge ... (it is) that which is to be known in the most perfect way, in the 
purest knowledge, because according to its nature it is the whole of existing reality, not 
potentiality, but pure reality, whereas everything else is mixed out of being and non-being, 
and can therefore be the object only of a knowledge composed of knowledge and non- 
knowledge, which we call empirical.** 


Being precedes thought: thought has to recognise itself as subsequent to real existence 
and as coming out of something unthinkable. Or to put it as Manfred Frank does, 
‘Idealism explains the manner of being of the real, but not reality itself.” There is 
a fundamental impossibility of deducing an existing idea from a concept. ‘Thought 
cannot justify its unity with pure being on its own. It is therefore not justified by 
itself, but rather by another instance.”*f 

It is this thought which caused Schelling to abandon idealism (including 
transcendental idealism) and to return to realism. As Etienne Gilson glosses, ‘The 
idea of an existence is in no case equivalent to an existence. An existence can be 
ascertained or inferred: it cannot be deduced.”* While negative philosophy culminates 
in the possibility of real existence, positive philosophy begins with the fact of it. 

Rehearsing his familiar attack on the ontological argument, and his belief of 
the damage caused by Spinozism, which he said affected all modern philosophers, 
Schelling also attacked the mystical theories of Böhme and Jacobi. ‘This is the 
beginning of the reaction of Orientalism against the Occidentalism of our essentially 
still Aristotelian philosophy’ ,** he said, significantly. This was because of the former’s 
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sovereign disdain for any of the data provided by human reason. By contrast, ‘The 
beginning of positive philosophy is the being which comes before all thinking.” 

It was precisely in this vein that Schelling said that, in criticizing Hegel, he was 
speaking not as an idealist but as someone who started with reality: ‘Whatever starts 
in mere thought can only continue in mere thought, and cannot get any further than 
the idea. That which will attain reality must start with reality.’*° As Frank says, ‘Only 
when the extra-logical reality of the principle is ensured can a dialectical movement 
attain reality in consequence.”"! 

Indeed, Schelling wrote, ‘The last question is always, “Why is there anything at 
all? Why is there not nothing?” I cannot answer this question with mere abstractions 
from real being. I must first of all admit some reality or other before I can come to 
that abstract being.”* Unlike Heidegger — who genuinely thought that this question 
could be put” — Schelling seemed to rule out this possibility. Being simply could 
not be doubted, as he had said in the 1804 System.“ As he emphasised, he did not 
proceed from essence to being, but rather from being to essence (vom Seyn zum 
Wesen) in the traditional Aristotelian manner. Being, he emphasised, was primary, 
essence secondary.“ Indeed, as he said explicitly: ‘It is not because there is thinking 
that there is being, but rather, because there is being that there is thinking. ’* 

We have seen that Schelling argued against Kant that freedom was not practical 
reason, but the capacity to subvert the natural and divine order of things. In doing 
so, he maintained, also against Kant, that man was not entirely a creature of reason: 
reason was not his essence, as Kant thought, freedom was. This freedom was the 
capacity for good and evil, not the capacity to act rationally. God’s creation was 
certainly not unreasonable, but the fact of it could not be subsumed within the 
structures of human reason. Human reason could not, of itself, come to a knowledge 
of being, and could not, therefore, deduce the existence of the world from a priori 
assumptions. For Schelling, essential aspects of the universe were not logical at all. 

This was precisely because of God’s and man’s freedom. The former had created 
the world out of an act of utterly undetermined freedom; the latter had put the world 
into a state of disorder. This brought Schelling into straightforward contradiction with 
one aspect of his earlier thinking. Whereas before he had optimistically seen only 
the positive side to nature, and had thought that nature’s principle of formation was 
always harmonious and meaningful — the growth of crystals and organic phenomena 
epitomised this for him — he later came to realise that nature had a destructive force 
as well. He came to see nature as a dark urge, which was longing and lustful — even 
if evil itself arose only in man. Nature itself was not evil, but it was certainly no 
longer a simple Vorform des Geistes (prior form of spirit). Instead, man was guilty 


39  Jbid., p. 156. 

40 Einleitung in die Philosophie der Offenbarung (1842-43), 11/3, 162. 

41 Frank, Der unendliche Mangel an Sein, p. 168, emphasis original. 

42 Einleitung in die Philosophie der Offenbarung (1842-43), 11/3, 242. 

43 Martin Heidegger, Einführung in die Metaphysik (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1987), 
p. 1; see also Bergson’s criticism of this question in L’Evolution créatrice (Paris, 1907). 

44 System der gesammten Philosophie (1804), 1/6, 155, quoted in Chapter 3. 

45 Einleitung in die Philosophie der Offenbarung (1842-43), 11/3, 159. 

46 Ibid., 11/3, 161, note 1. 


130 Schelling versus Hegel 


of bringing evil into the world, even if he was only making actual something that had 
always been potential in nature, the selfish will. 

Because he redefined will as a kind of natural urge (Drang), Schelling showed 
that will and reason did not form a single unit. He decoupled one from the other 
— the very opposite of Kant. In time, this thought was to be used by Schopenhauer 
and Nietzsche to develop philosophies which attributed total importance to the will, 
but this was never Schelling’s position. On the contrary, he would have disagreed 
with both of his successors that the understanding was a mere tool in the hands of the 
will, for this was but Hobbesian theory in nineteenth-century German garb. On the 
contrary, it is the central claim here that Schelling was reacting against idealism and 
materialism together, for they are two sides of the same coin. In this sense, he stood 
between ages, wishing to accord total primacy neither to the will nor to reason. 

Instead, Schelling accorded primacy to God. He reminded us that God created 
man in His own image, but that man turned away from Him. The possibility of the 
restoration of the original order of things was then introduced by God’s incarnation as 
Christ, and at the end of time that order will be fully restored. Schelling explained that 
the spirit of love would reign through everything, and the essence of love presupposed 
separateness and disorder, which only love was capable of overcoming. It is, indeed, 
striking that Schelling attributed such importance to love in his ontology, a theme 
dear to both St Augustine and Plotinus. In Biblical metaphysics, the Absolute (God) 
is agape or charity: the metaphysics of creation is unthinkable without a theology 
of charity. Schelling held that good and evil could not oppose each other if they 
were not already constituted as opposites, and they would not be opposites if they 
did not reciprocally condition each other, and were thus not ultimately correlated in 
their being. Schelling designated this concordance or mutual letting-be (of ground 
and existence) as Liebe (love), and he even illustrated the idea with the dubious 
etymological claim that vermögen (to be able) came from mögen (to like). 

His central point was that God must take on the ground if there is to be creation, 
as otherwise He remains just pure freedom. Thus, Schelling repeatedly explained 
God’s decision to create the world, and His relationship to it, as one which 
flowed from love. This was very different from Hegel, who in the Preface to the 
Phenomenology, gave a narcissistic interpretation of the creation: “The life of God 
and divine cognition can be characterised as love playing with itself.” For Hegel, 
love was a symmetrical relationship of mutual dependence in which I can be myself 
through my reflection in the Other. In Schelling, by contrast, love is a non-dialectical, 
non-reflexive relationship in which two separate things are united while remaining 
separate. Given such different concepts of love, it is hardly surprising that Schelling 
was uneasy with the narcissistic elements in idealism, and that he proposed in their 
place a philosophy in which man is turned outwards to being and towards other 
men. 

Man was therefore no longer at the centre of the world, as he had been after 
Kant’s anti-Copernican revolution. On the contrary, God was at the centre and 
man at the periphery, and man had to strive to depend upon God as much he could. 
Indeed, instead of the apparent clarity of self-consciousness unlocking the mysteries 
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of the world, the evident fact of human freedom was in fact one of the most difficult 
things of all to explain. In such conditions, history could never be conceived as 
the inexorable unfolding of the rational, because although such an unfolding could 
occur, man was always there to upset it. 


Philosophy and Revelation 


Schelling alleged that his own philosophy — he called it ‘a priori empiricism’* — 
was based on all experience, including supersensory and metaphysical experience. 
Because ‘only fools say there is no God’,* the authority on which positive philosophy 
rested was that of revelation, and on the appearance of the world and of man.’ 
Schelling thus insisted that positive philosophy must include Christianity within 
it, just as it included nature — although it would not be philosophy if it were not 
there independently of Christianity itself. Schelling claimed that this idea made his 
philosophy special, but this was also St Thomas Aquinas’ position. Aquinas always 
emphasised that reason could achieve nearly everything independently of faith.*' 
Indeed, Schelling seemed to call explicitly on Scholastic vocabulary when, having 
discussed being in general, he turned to the question of God’s being and quoted the well- 
known Latin formula: ‘In Deo essentia et existentia unum idemque sunt.’ Schelling 
fully subscribed to its thesis: ‘The essence (Wesen) and thus the concept of God consists 
precisely in that He is’, he wrote.” Using Latin freely, Schelling trotted off other very 
Thomist-sounding phrases, one of which in fact is a direct quote from St Thomas’ 
Tractatus de spiritualibus creaturis**— ‘est ipse suum esse ... suum esse est ipse”.Ÿ He 
went on, still in Latin, “In Deo non differunt esse et quod est”, the what of God (das 
Was Gottes) consists in being (Sein).’*° These quotations recall the following quotations 
from Aquinas, even if (unlike the first) they are not direct quotes: ‘Deus est suum esse’, 
‘In Deo idem est esse et essentia’ and ‘Ipsum igitur esse Dei est sua essentia’, in the 
Summa contra Gentiles; ‘Sua substantia non sit aliud quam suum esse’, also in 
Summa contra Gentiles; ‘Essentia sua non est aliud quam esse suum’, in De Ente 
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et Essentia;” ‘Deus est idem quod sua essentia’, in Summa Theologiae;™ and ‘Deus 
non solum est sua essentia ... sed etiam suum esse,’ also in Summa Theologiae.‘' 

Schelling credited Spinoza with having subscribed to this a se esse of God, but 
criticised him for never getting any further. He insisted again and again that existence 
did not flow of necessity from God, but rather that the act of creation was free. God 
was not blindly being, as the ontological argument suggested, but rather that which 
can be (das Seinkönnende). This, indeed, was ‘principium divinitatis’. “The Godhead 
consists in its mastery over all being, and it is the highest task of philosophy to attain 
the master of being by beginning with that which simply is (16 6v).’” 

Although this author believes that he is the first to have tracked down the direct 
quote from Aquinas, there are several other commentators on Schelling who have 
noted the highly Scholastic tone of the later philosophy. Manfred Frank has commented 
on the ‘richly Scholastic’ nature of Schelling’s writing in the later period;® Adriano 
Bausola has said of the positive philosophy that, ‘The distance from the traditional 
perspective of the Scholastic type is not too great.’* Others have commented on 
the Aristotelian influences on Schelling in Berlin.® Indeed, throughout the later 
philosophy, Schelling made favourable references to Scholastic metaphysics, and 
especially to its pre-Cartesian relationship to being.“ Claims such as the following 
abound: ‘True understanding of the world is given indeed by the right metaphysics, 
which is just why it used to be called the kingly science.” Meanwhile, philosophical 
systems such as Hegel’s were dismissed as ‘the absolute negation of all that is 
metaphysical’.°® We saw earlier that Schelling approvingly noted the suspicion in 
which the Scholastics held the ontological argument, an argument which he himself 
dismissed in order to save the transcendence and the liberty of God.” He argued 
that it was precisely because reason was subsequent to God that it could not prove 
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His existence.” Reason reposed instead on an abyss which cannot be thought, das 
Unvordenkliche — a clearly anti-rationalist idea. 

God does not need the world, as Schelling himself had suggested in the Freedom 
essay: he is its master. Schelling savaged the notion (which he himself once held) 
that the creation was the result of God’s desire to achieve self-consciousness. “This 
is really the lowest form of popularisation’, he wrote.” ‘God does not need to go 
through the world (durch die Welt hindurch zu gehen) in order to come to self- 
consciousness through man or through world history. God is already master of the 
world before the world. He can posit it or not. It makes no difference to him to exist 
in this way or that; with respect to His being, it is all the same.’” By taking this 
position, Schelling was explicitly renouncing an earlier heretical thought. Creation 
was not the result of a logical process flowing out of God. Thus did Schelling reach 
Christian orthodoxy in his theory of the creation. 

Because order was brought out of chaos and the void, Schelling insisted that 
understanding has the incomprehensible as its basis. Thus he returned to a scheme 
which was similar to that of the Freedom essay: all understanding and order depended 
on overcoming the incomprehensible and the orderless.”” The very purpose of 
creation was that man should rest in God.” Schelling insisted on the freedom of 
revelation, as well as of creation.” His assessment of the powers of human reason 
strongly resembled that of the Scholastics: 


But even though the revelation cannot be a necessary process, the philosophy of revelation 
will not let it stand there as something incomprehensible. Even if it is admitted that the 
philosophy of revelation can only be a free act, a philosophy can still be conceived which 
holds it possible partly to grasp and partly to explain the will according to the way it 
revealed itself. That decision of revelation does indeed exceed human concepts, but it is 
conceivable as the greatness of the decision is the same as the greatness of God. All that 
man can do in this respect is extend the narrowness of his concepts to the greatness of the 
divine ones.” 


As in the Munich Lectures, so in the late philosophy Schelling blamed Descartes for 
the fact that philosophy had broken off the dialogue between the positive content of 
religion, only in order to try to reproduce the same results by itself. Although God 
was greater than our thought, Schelling insisted that ‘all the treasures of knowledge 
are hidden in Christ’.”” Therefore, it was necessary that they be grasped through 
Him. ‘Christum scire est omnia scire’, he wrote.”® Faith helped knowledge, but it was 
also the culmination of it. And, in a peroration which will warm the heart of anyone 
who finds modern philosophy cold, inhuman and devoid of any sense of the sacred, 
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Schelling wrote, ‘Nothing is more mournful than the business of all rationalists, 
who want to make that rational (vernünftig) which is above all reason.’” Attributing 
mind, love and even irony to God, Schelling insisted on his personality.* Positive 
philosophy, he reiterated, assumed a real relationship between man and God. 

Revelation, Schelling argued, meant specifically Christianity, not mythology or 
any kind of paganism.*! ‘In a philosophy of revelation, it is a matter of explaining 
the person of Christ.’ He devoted many pages of extensive Biblical commentary 
to showing this. In particular, he used the opening verses of the Gospel of St 
John to defend his argument that the reasonable principle which brings light and 
understanding into an otherwise chaotic and formless void is also a person. The 
concept of revelation and the Incarnation was indeed so central that Schelling said 
that the Jewish God was ‘not the true God’. He argued that the culmination of 
revelation was when the word was made flesh,™ and that this was the single crucial 
event in world history. He insisted that this event showed that Christianity is not 
a doctrine, but a thing (eine Sache).*° This, it is clear, is quite congruent with the 
positive philosophy which, like Christianity itself, is not just a matter of concepts but 
rather of really existing things and historical events and people. 

Schelling’s insistence on the events of the Christian revelation as genuine historical 
events (an emphasis he makes with reference to Biblical texts as straightforward 
evidence of that history) was, of course, designed to show the revelation as the 
realisation of freedom in the world. Mythology was an example of a failed history 
of freedom but the Christian revelation was an example of one in which freedom is 
perfected. 


Schelling and Aristotle 


It is also significant for our appreciation of Schelling’s development away from 
idealism that he admitted in the Philosophy of Revelation that he had known nothing 
of Aristotle while he wrote on Identity Philosophy. (It is true that the German 
idealists, Kant in particular, knew little about Plato and Aristotle, and still less about 
the great metaphysicians of the Middle Ages. When they dismissed ‘metaphysics’ 
they often associated it with the teachings of Wolff.*°) 

The late Schelling’s recourse to Aristotle was revealing, of course, because 
Aristotle was the first and definitive ontological realist. It is also interesting that 
Schelling should emphasise that the Timaeus was the summit of Plato’s achievement,*” 
for this is the most realist and least essentialist of Plato’s works. Indeed, Tresmontant 
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argues that there are two tendencies in Plato: an Orphic one, according to which 
the created world is a degraded shadow of the Absolute, but also ‘a more optimist 
tendency, which is expressed above all in his later works, the Timaeus and the 
Laws.’** Schelling’s approval for the Timaeus, in other words, is more compatible 
with orthodox Christian metaphysics than attachment to other works of Plato would 
be. 

Schelling used Aristotle’s theology to attack Hegel’s Logic. We have seen that 
Hegel’s system pursued to the very end the ‘revolutionary’® task of explaining reason 
totally from within. For Schelling, the error was precisely that Hegel, despite the 
Kantian critique, had tried to arrive at classical metaphysics exclusively by means of 
concepts. This was an error because beyond the concept there lay being itself, which 
was the foundation of the possibility of concepts. As Schelling said, 


Aristotle has this ultimate term (to energeia on) as the really existing, but only because 
his whole science is based on experience ... Even today, Aristotle’s progression from the 
existent to the logical would be the only way for philosophy.” 


For Aristotle, it was axiomatic that philosophy was attached to the cosmos, and that 
it did not operate with concepts which had nothing to do with reality. It was also 
obvious to him that it was not necessary to demonstrate the existence of the world 
before thinking about it. And the same time, the mystery of being is that it exists at 
all. As Schelling wrote in the Philosophy of Revelation, with reference to Aristotle, 


The contingent element in the unprethinkable existent had to be shown. It comes before 
that which exists, the existent itself (dem Existierenden selbst), so that the latter is not 
posited as an essence (Wesen), but is directly being (das Seiende) in a quite ecstatic 
(ekstatisch) manner, posited out of itself. The essence has not realised itself, but is realised 
before it thinks. In it is the antipode of all idea ... 

This actus purus has not become through another actus — then it would have to have 
been potentiality. Rather, it is inaccessible being (das unzugängliche Sein), to which 
thinking must renounce all priority (Prius), and thus itself. The being which cannot be 
thought in advance (das Unvordenklichseiende) has being in itself, in the sense that has 
been explained; it is therefore that which is in itself (das Ansichseiende). But what is 
it itself ? It itself cannot be anything but that which necessarily exists through its own 
nature. But because it exists by itself (vor sich), so its necessity is not determined by its 
nature, it is just actu, that is, only blindly, contingently existing.” 


Aristotle himself, according to Schelling, had fought a similar battle to his own. 
Existence, said Schelling, demanded an explanation,” and Schelling said that his 
positive philosophy was that which deduced the world from the ‘really existing 
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God’. By the same token, when philosophers like the relativist Heraclitus deduced 
everything from concepts, Aristotle dismissed them”* — rightly so in Schelling’s 
view. ‘For mere movement in thought excludes all reality.’ 

In some respects, therefore, Schelling did not vary between his early and his 
late philosophy. He had declared in 1797, ‘Common sense has never separated the 
thing from the concept’, arguing that philosophy should not do so either. Again 
in 1799, he had insisted, ‘We do not know only this or that, we know absolutely 
nothing except through experience, and to this extent the whole of our knowledge 
consists in the findings of experience (Erfahrungssätzen).’” In the later philosophy, 
he used Aristotelian realist arguments explicitly: ‘When I know a plant and know 
what kind of a plant it is, I recognize the concept which I previously had of it 
in that which is present, that is, in that which exists here. In cognition there are 
always two things which come together, as the Latin word cognitio indicates.’** This 
compares to Aristotle’s ‘We acquire our knowledge of all things only in so far as 
they contain something universal ...’”? The conceptual inheres in the real. Moreover, 
said Schelling, ‘Reason can never affirm without experience that anything exists, 
and especially that this particular thing which has been seen a priori actually exists 
in the world.”'° 

Given that these apparently empiricist claims seemed to sit uneasily with Schelling’s 
wild speculations about the history of the Absolute in the Freedom essay, we must 
remind ourselves that the point is this: the fact of being is something we know through 
experience, and something which philosophy must assume but cannot prove. To this 
extent, Schelling returns in some respects to a Kantian schema, albeit with the differences 
that he himself outlined. In Schulz’s words, Schelling insisted that ‘Experience does 
not give us distorted images in which essences (das Wesen) exist for a second time’ 
— this would be a Platonist schema, or at least the one caricatured by Aristotle’s ‘third 
man’ argument — ‘it gives only that essence, which does not exist on its own, as really 
existing (daseiendes);'' or, as Schelling himself puts it, ‘this particular plant, at this 
point in space, in this moment in time’.'” Essences, in other words, exist only in real 
things, not in some separate Platonic realm. According to him, reason grasps the real, 
and anyone who thinks that reason is a stranger to reality is mistaken: 
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The distinction (between reality and the real) has been interpreted to mean that philosophy 
or reason has absolutely nothing to do with existing being (das Seyende); it would, of 
course, be a poor version of reason which had nothing to do with existing being, but only 
with a chimera. But this is not the way in which the distinction was expressed: on the 
contrary, reason has to do with nothing other than existing being, and indeed with being 
according to its matter and content (this is existing being as it is in itself) (das Seyende 
in seinem Ansich) ... Of course, if I have grasped the essence (das Wesen) or the What 
(das Was) of a thing, a plant for instance, I have grasped something real, for a plant is not 
something non-existent, it is not a chimera, but something which does exist, and in this 
sense it is true that reality (das Wirkliche) is not something foreign, closed or inaccessible 
to our thought, and that existing being (das Seyende) does not have the concept outside 
it, but inside it.!° 


Chapter 2 tried to show that it has always been a cornerstone of traditional realist 
thinking that individual existing things have an intelligible essence within them, 
which it is the work of the intellect to discover, and that this view was undermined 
by idealism from Descartes onwards. This is what Schelling was saying here: being 
is the basis, source and root of all intelligibility. Philosophy since Descartes, by 
contrast, had presupposed the priority of the ideal over the real, and, as Schelling 
said of Hegel, encouraged the view that the whole of being could be comprehended 
within concepts. Schelling wanted to overcome the practice by which reason ‘admires 
its own reflection in being’.'™ Indeed, in a strikingly realist vein, Schelling insisted 
that Hegel’s fundamental idea was that reason should concern itself only with the 
essence of things,' and not with their existence. 

Thus Schelling believed that reason could determine the real essences of things. 
He broke with idealism in his assessment of the knowledge which could be derived 
from the self-knowledge of the subject, for he repeated that actual knowledge of 
existing things came only from experience. He rejected self-consciousness as a 
source of knowledge of the outside world: 


Reason gives everything, according to content, which happens in experiences. It grasps 
the real, but not thereby reality. For this is a great difference. The science of reason does 
not give us (gewdhren) the real existence of nature and of its individual forms; to this 
extent, experience, through which know the truly existent, is a source independent of 
reason.”’!% 


This was why, later, Schelling wrote in a very realist-Aristotelian vein: 


There is no wisdom for man, if in the objective run of things there is none either. The 
first assumption for philosophy, as a striving after wisdom, is that in the object, that is, in 
being, in the world itself, there must be wisdom. To demand wisdom means to demand 
being which is posited with wisdom, with foresight, and with freedom.'” 
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The reasonableness of the world comes from the very fact that it was created by a 
wise and free God. All that experience does is to verify the constructions of being 
which reason builds a priori. It is only thus that reason can find out whether its 
constructions are mere chimeras or whether they have any basis in reality. “This 
control is experience. For only experience, not reason, can tell that that which has 
been constructed exists.’ !l® Later, Schelling wrote, ‘Rational philosophy has its truth 
in the immanent necessity of its progress; it is so independent of existence that it 
would even be true if nothing existed.’' Schelling himself said he was starting not 
with mere thought but instead with true being itself. Only this approach could lead to 
a knowledge of God: ‘It is not the Absolute prius which needs to be proved, but its 
consequence that must be factually proved, and thereby the divinity of the prius.’ "° 

Schelling’s view of God has also been compared to that of Aristotle.!!! Aristotle’s 
starting point was change and movement in the world. Unlike Plato, Aristotle did 
not believe in the Forms, and did not believe that the principles that underlie change 
in the world existed only in eternity. On the contrary, those principles provided a 
true foundation for reality in its concrete being. Aristotle posited a sufficient ground 
for this eternal change and movement, which was itself immobile — the doctrine of 
the unmoved mover.''” The unmoved mover operated as an efficient force as both 
substance and actuality for the good of the world, and was linked to it by love. Without 
this supreme being, there would be no being at all. It is important to emphasise 
that Aristotle’s deduction of God moved in an opposite direction from that of the 
ontological proof: his argument deduced God’s existence from the reality of being, 
not from the definitions attached to His name. Schelling attacked the ontological 
proof for this very reason. 

Schelling said he considered Aristotle to be ‘the summit of ancient philosophy’ ,'" 
praise he qualified only by saying that Aristotle’s God was unsatisfactory for us, who 
have a Christian understanding of God that the ancient Greek obviously lacked. 
Writing about Scholasticism approvingly, Schelling insisted on the importance of 
the Church as a force for keeping intact the Aristotelian dual allegiance to experience 
and to reason.'!* This pleasant balance, he said, had been destroyed by Locke and 
Hume, who doubted the truth of general principles. 

While Aristotle provided a cosmic principle for explaining the world, Schelling 
tried to explain why reality is given to us. The single most important difference 
between ancient and Christian metaphysics in this regard is that the latter insists on 
a personal God. It was emphasised in the opening chapters of this study that it is the 
particularity of the Christian God that He is personal, that He says ‘I’, and above 
all that He was incarnated as man. Christianity is indeed unique as a theology of 
incarnation. The Christian God is a God of love, of sacrifice and of suffering: these 
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are personal attributes. God cannot be conceived of only as actus purus, the pre- 
Christian and Aristotelian view. Indeed, as has been seen, it is precisely the innovation 
of Christian metaphysics to have transformed the ancient metaphysical concept of 
being into a personal God who creates and speaks. The old abstract doctrine of the 
‘logos’ turns into the word of God. 


Schelling and Christian Metaphysics 


This helps us to understand why Father Tilliette calls the Philosophy of Revelation of 
1841/42 ‘a philosophy of the Christian re/igion’.''* Realism is a key Catholic concept, 
whose influence is felt in the ethical, dogmatic and liturgical domains. Schelling 
even seems to endorse the liturgical consequences of realism when, at the end of the 
Philosophy of Revelation, he wrote that it was only through a religion based on the 
Incarnation, and kept alive by tradition and liturgy, that rationalism or individualist 
piety could be avoided. It is because of remarks like this that Schelling even said 
himself that those who interpreted his philosophy as tending towards Catholicism 
were right (even if he also expressed his differences with it).''° And this is why, 
the influence of Schelling on twentieth-century left-wing and existentialist thinkers 
notwithstanding, Schelling’s role as religious counterpart to Hegel is crucial.''’ Even 
though he was certainly not trying to be a theologian, Schelling explicitly called his 
own philosophy ‘Christian’ in 1827: 


Christianity in its purity is the archetype (das Urbild) towards which philosophy should 
direct itself. I am not saying this in order to defend myself against those who hold my 
philosophy to be irreligious or not upstanding — there is, in fact no irreligious philosophy, 
for philosophy without religion is a non-thing (ein Unding) — but instead because I would 
consider it to be unworthy cowardice not to declare that I have drawn my contentment 
(Beruhigung) from the New Testament and that I hope that others will find the same. The 
decisive name for my philosophy is Christian philosophy, and I have grasped this decisive 
element with seriousness. Christianity is thus the basis of philosophy.'"* 


Later on, Schelling added tartly, ‘Whoever is acquainted with rationalism knows 
that there is no transition from it to Christianity.’''” It is for this reason that Klaus 
Hemmerle emphasises ‘the explicit efforts Schelling devotes to thinking of God not 
only as the God of the concept but as the God who chooses freely his Other for 
himself, and relates to it, and who acts historically’.'” 
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Emilio Brito comments on the thoroughly orthodox nature of Schelling’s Christian 
anthropology in this later period. Schelling admitted the doctrines of original sin, of 
the Fall, the wrath of God, man’s servitude to death, the enslavement of the devil, 
and the expulsion of Adam from Paradise: all these are in conformity with the 
teaching of the Council of Trent.!?! Schelling even corrected the thesis, typical of 
original Protestantism, that the Fall produced a radical corruption of human reason. 
The only real area of difficulty, from the point of view of Catholic orthodoxy, was 
the persistent Schellingian doctrine that God Himself was somehow dislocated by 
man’s sin. 

However, it is precisely when we see Schelling moving away from the Gnostic 
and idealist tradition into which he was born that we understand the close correlation 
between religion and philosophy. When Schelling attacked Hegel, he called him ‘just 
as theosophical’ as Böhme.'” He attacked his own earlier idealist Identity Philosophy, 
and the neo-Platonism and Plotinism which had inspired it, for being hybrid and not 
fully Christian.'” Again, in the 1842/43 Berlin Introduction to Positive Philosophy, 
Schelling demolished Hegelian theology, and especially the Orphic elements within 
it, according to which God undergoes an endless circular process of ‘descent’ into 
matter and return to Himself." 

In other words, it was precisely the differences between Schelling and Hegel 
over the meaning of God’s revelation which drove them apart. For Hegel, God 
was simultaneously absolute ideality and reality: for Schelling, He was absolute 
reality and could not be reduced to ideality. Schelling understood the revelation as 
something that was based on ‘an impenetrable basis of obscurity and of inaccessible 
majesty, the purely existing, the absolute transcendent, the Vorbegriff of God’.'* 
It could not be grasped simply by reason, for revelation, like the existence which 
brings it about, was inaccessible to reason alone. ‘The difference is profound 
between the philosopher who hypostatises and divinises the concept [that is, Hegel] 
so that the Revelation is entirely manifested in speculation, and the philosopher who 
determinedly preserves the inscrutability of the fact, and its irrevocable margin of 
unpredictability and mystery, in order later to make it impermeable to thought.’!”° 

Schelling emphasised the derivative and feeble nature of human reason, and the 
logical pre-eminence of the creation and revelation. He spoke of the ‘extra-logical 
character’ of existence,'”’ something which had been brought into being by God’s 
free will alone, and it was his understanding of this which led him to abhor the 
divinisation of the capacities of human reason of which he accused Hegel. In the 
beginning was not the gradual unfolding of Geist, but rather the creation by an act 
of free will. This is why Schelling wrote, ‘We live in this definite (bestimmt) world, 
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and not in the abstract or universal world which we so enjoy imagining by hanging 
on only to most universal properties of things without penetrating into their real 
relationships.’'”® Or again, 


Nothing is easier than to displace oneself into the realm of pure thought, but it is not 
so easy to get out of it again. The world does not consist of mere categories or pure 
concepts, it does not consist of concrete categories, but of concrete and contingent 
things. What matters is the un-logical, everything else which is not the concept but its 
opposite, which simultaneously takes on the concept unwillingly ... The end of Hegel’s 
‘Logic’ is the perfected, closed-off idea. Nothing new can ever come to it. ... Hegelian 
philosophy is just Wolffianism raised to a higher power ... I, the one who philosophises 
(der Philosophierende) obviously demand more, because I have a real world in front of 
me, and I demand that I can make nature conceivable.'” 


He explained the fact that Hegel had overlooked the real by saying that it was inherent 
in the very notion of self-development. ‘The whole opposition (that is, between real 
and ideal) only exists after an extra-logical world is there.’ ">? 

Schelling believed that Hegelian conceptualism was irreligious because it 
accorded divine capacities to human reason. This is the same attack made by 
traditional conservatives on rationalistic philosophy in general. His own God, 
unlike Hegel’s, was absolutely real and revealed. It was only within a philosophy 
of reality, indeed, that real historical events — such as man’s salvation by Christ 
— could occur. As Xavier Tilliette emphasises, ‘This is why positive philosophy has 
the task of rejoining tradition, belief and common piety, the religious phenomenon 
— first mythological and then Christian; it must extend itself to the transrational and 
supra-real domain ... In these conditions, his philosophy is indeed an overcoming of 
idealism and a counter-offensive, and that it belongs to the anti-idealist reaction ... 
There is no need to contest Fuhrmans when he happily repeats that this philosophy 
is, in its initial intention, a philosophy of will and of liberty, or of history.’ 

It was not, in other words, a philosophy of the idea or of reason. Precisely what 
Schelling denied to Hegel was the possibility that reason could complete itself. 
Tilliette writes, ‘Hegel believes in absolute knowledge, in the circularity of reason 
installed in security and transparency. Schelling denies to thought this power of self- 
completion.’!** Indeed, Schelling even got his own back against Hegel for the famous 
jibe in the Phenomenology, when he wrote, “The perfect “maturity” of the Hegelian 
system is explained by the fact that it cannot be explained again (wiedergegeben) in 
anything other than its own words ... If (its ultimate thought) were clear, it (that is, 
Hegel’s philosophy) would destroy itself.’'*? Hegelian philosophy was so devoid of 
content that its only merit was that it had shown the futility of negative philosophy. 
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It is also essential to grasp that Schelling believed that the Hegelian ontology 
destroyed both man’s and God’s freedom. As Alan White puts it, ‘In stressing 
the importance of necessity, Hegel denies the reality of freedom; in stressing the 
eternal, he denies the temporal; in stressing unchanging essence, he denies historical 
existence.’!* It is precisely because it was a mere science of concepts that Schelling 
said that Hegel’s philosophy was not on the level of the Absolute. It was instead a 
mere movement in thought, much like Fichte’s.'*° 


Hegel on God 


The difference between Hegel on God and Schelling on God, in other words, is best 
grasped using the template outlined in Chapter 1, when various Oriental cosmogonies 
were contrasted with the Christian one. There are excellent grounds for classing 
Hegel in the former category. 

First, Hegel’s theory of the creation is problematic from a Christian point of view. 
As Charles Taylor shows, ‘Geist or God cannot exist separately from the universe 
which he sustains and in which he manifests himself.’'’° This is incompatible with 
the fundamental Judeo-Christian notion that the universe and God are two different 
things, that creation is the result of the free choice of God, and that He could very well 
have continued to exist without creating the world. ‘Absolute idealism (which Hegel 
embraces)’, writes Taylor, ‘means that nothing exists which is not a manifestation 
of the Idea, that is, of rational necessity ... Thus absolute idealism is related to the 
Platonic notion of the ontological priority of rational order, which underlies external 
existence.’!*” It certainly is. Hegel, as Taylor rightly says, is also, like Plotinus, and 
like the Greeks, committed to an eternal universe! and to the view that the creation 
is necessary for God to become aware of Himself.'*’ 

Hegel also believed that ‘God eternally begets His son’, a remark that lent 
credence to Schelling’s accusation that Hegel’s God never rests: he never rests because 
Hegel has a straightforwardly Plotinian view of God, according to which God must 
reveal Himself in creation.'*' It is clear, once again, that such a cosmogony is not 
Christian: in Christianity, God begets His son once, and He creates the world once. 
By contrast, as Tresmontant says, there is no creation in Platonic or neo-Platonist 
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systems, only necessary emanation.'” And as Taylor rightly says, ‘Hegel claimed 
to be orthodox Lutheran, but in fact he only accepted a Christianity which had been 
systematically altered to be a vehicle for his own philosophy’:'* Hegel’s religious 
position was ‘on a narrow crest between theism and some form of naturalism or 
pantheism’.'* Taylor concludes, ‘The Hegelian ontology itself, in which everything 
can be grasped by reason because everything is founded on rational necessity, is 
ultimately incompatible with Christian faith.’'* And as Stephen Houlgate says 
(even though he tries to argue that there can be a Christian reading of Hegel), Hegel 
essentially equated God with rationality;'* he had no real sense of the Incarnation!*? 
and indeed described it as a mere metaphor;'** and he did not even really think Jesus 
was God, or rather only to the extent that all men are God. It is all very well to say 
that Hegel thought that ‘God is love’, but what kind of a love is it that ‘plays with 
itself”? In truth, as Taylor says, ‘There is no place for divine love in Hegel’,’*! 
because Hegel’s God has no personality: ‘How does a Hegelian philosopher pray?’ 
(Taylor again).'°? We can neither thank God nor petition Him, since everything is the 
result of necessity. 

The fact is that many of Hegel’s positions may be compatible with some strands 
of Protestantism but they are certainly not compatible with traditional Christian 
metaphysics in the way that many of Schelling’s are. Hegel’s views on the divine 
presence (or rather, lack of it) in the Holy Eucharist are certainly Lutheran, and he 
was very anti-Catholic in both political philosophy and metaphysics. Hegel’s religion 
— which, in the words of Robert Solomon is ‘a faith without icons, images, stories and 
myths, without miracles, without a resurrection, without a nativity, without Chartres 
and Fra Angelico, without wine and wafers, without heaven and hell, without God as 
judge and without judgement’! — cannot properly be called Christian at all. 


Schelling on God 


Hegel brought to a head the Protestant insistence, which Kant and Descartes also 
endorsed, that ‘truth must be verified by my own insight’.'** The fundamental 
Hegelian, Kantian and Lutheran value is autonomy: the freedom of individuals to 
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ascertain the truth for themselves. Schelling inverts this post-Reformation order of 
priorities. 

To be sure, Christianity is itself specifically a religion of liberty: salvation depends 
on the free decision of each individual to obey or not the commands of God. But it 
begins with the incontrovertible that-ness of being — and of the revelation — and thus 
provides a real relationship between human liberty and the absolute liberty of God. 
This is incompatible with determinism, and certainly incompatible with Hegelian 
presuppositionless self-determination: there are presuppositions, and there is an 
absolute beginning. Schelling’s purpose is precisely to restore that Christian liberty 
which has been threatened by the very attempt made in modern philosophy to make 
human liberty as absolute as God’s. 

On occasions, Schelling compared his philosophy of creation as a free act to a 
superior history of liberty, saying that revelation was ‘an event in time ... revelation 
is an actual relationship’.'” The resurrection of Christ re-established a relationship 
between the divine and the temporal. It was precisely by preserving the reality of 
revelation in all its aspects that the Philosophy of Revelation showed that Christ’s 
death and incarnation were in no way nominal events, as a theology built on a 
metaphysics of immobilism or on a static monotheism would tend to suggest.'*° On 
the contrary: 


The resurrection of Christ is the decisive fact of the whole of this superior history, which 
is certainly incomprehensible from the ordinary point of view. Facts like the resurrection 
of Christ are like flashes of lightning in which the higher, that is, the truer, the inner history 
pierces through and steps into merely outer ... How mournful (öd) empty and dead, how 
robbed of all divine content, seems history when it is robbed of its connection with that 
inner, divine and transcendent history, which is alone the true history ...!'°7 


The Gospels did not present a doctrine that could be detached from historical events. 
Instead they were the definitive account of the actual facts by which redemption 
was purchased. In attacking the docetism which he believed to be inherent in 
all transcendentalist positions, Schelling was here adopting a deeply orthodox 
Christian position. In revelation (as in mythology), said Schelling, we observe ‘a 
real relationship of human consciousness to God, while philosophy knows only 
of reason-religion (Vernunftreligion) and sees all religious development only as a 
development in the idea.’'** 

Schelling’s emphasis on the revelation as an event in real history contrasts 
strikingly with Fichte (and to a certain extent with Kant) for whom religion was 
defined purely within the limits of subjective morality, and as a practical support 
for it. 
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The suffering of God is key. Schelling emphasised that God’s decision to suffer 
for man, to redeem man’s sins through death, surpasses in wonder even the miracle 
of the creation. The love revealed here, he said, was ‘far greater than that love 
which moved the creator to create, it is a miracle of which we can only say: in truth, 
it is so’.'* God showed by this that he was not prepared to let man or the world 
go. It is so impossible to grasp that man can only wonder as the ‘that-ness’ of this 
supremely loving act. The love of God the Father and God the Son — a love which 
is sometimes called the Holy Ghost — is the identity which unites two otherwise 
different persons.'°° 

Schelling even emphasised that philosophy was precisely the way by which we 
approach the divine because ‘philosophy’ implies ‘love’ and ‘wisdom’: love is God’s 
own good, wisdom is the activity of his purest thought. This is of course another 
reason to attack to abstractness of Kantian morality, for love is precisely that which 
is lacking from the rationalist approach to being: 


[The subject] demands God Himself. Him, Him it wants, the God which acts and in whom 
there is a providence, and who can therefore counteract the fact of the fall as Himself even 
more factual — in short, Him who is Master of Being ... In this alone it sees the highest 
good. Even the sense of contemplative life was none other than this: to penetrate to the 
personal via the universal. For person seeks person ... The demand for a real God and for 
redemption through him is, as you see, nothing but the explicit need for — religion. With 
this the path trod by the I comes to its end. To the happiness of being (Freudigkeit des 
Daseyns), which it could not attain on its own, it hopes to arrive when it has God in reality 
and when it is reconciled and united with Him ... At the end of the negative philosophy 
I have only possible religion, not real religion, only ‘religion within the bounds of pure 
reason’. ... That one knows nothing of God is the result of all true rationalism which 
understands itself. But only by stepping over into positive philosophy do we arrive at the 
domain of religion and of religions, and we can only then expect philosophical religion 
to arise ... It has been shown how the need arises within the I to have God outside reason 
(God not just in thought or in its idea). This willing is not coincidental, it is a willing of the 
mind, which as a result of inner necessity, and in longing for its own emancipation, cannot 
remain locked in thought. As this demand cannot go out from thought, it is not a postulate 
of practical reason. Not this, as Kant wants, but the individual leads to God. For it is not 
the general (das Allgemeine) in man which leads to happiness, but the individual.'‘' 


Here, indeed, the true purpose of Schelling’s life’s work becomes clear. As 
Maesschalk is right to point out, Schelling’s age was marked both by the realism 
of Catholicism and by the idealism which affirmed the rights of the subject, as a 
result of the political experience of the Reformation. Schelling’s determination — 
maintained early on in his career, and reaffirmed at the end of it — was to achieve a 
‘real-idealism’ which would show that God does not belong to some sphere of reality 
which is separate from reason, but rather that He stands behind it as its constantly 
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operative ground. The cause of intelligibility in the world is God’s manifestation of 
Himself, the revelation. Schelling says that God is the Master of Being (Herr des 
Seins): He is ‘pure relation (Beziehung), for He is only Lord (Herr). 

What matters, then, is His essence as Lord (Herr) and His attendant glory 
(Herrlichkeit). Where Spinoza made God into a substance, Schelling makes Him 
into a king. As such, Schelling’s positive philosophy was not a sublime foundation of 
being but the opposite of a foundation: it was the experience of the phenomenology 
of the divine.'® God, the supreme principle of Being, the author of being, cannot 
be experienced directly Himself: God is not a thing, and therefore not susceptible 
to experience. God is absolute activity, the absolute ‘can’, and it is obviously 
humiliating for reason to realise that it cannot accede to that which has made it 
possible. By definition, thought cannot think God, for thought can only think that 
which is conditional. Thus reason has to posit God out of itself. 

At the same time, the meaningful and reasonable order of the world is always 
there. Reason must assume that God has put Himself into this world but it cannot 
know how or why. In this sense, God is immanent and not transcendent. God is the 
transcendent which has become the content of reason, and thus immanent.'* The 
beginning of thought is therefore unthinkable, and in this sense Schelling’s later 
philosophy was a critical reflection of reason on itself. 


Dethroning Human Reason 


Reason did not explain being: Schelling held that God’s free creation explained even 
reason itself. The world was without form and void before it was fixed in creation: 
the creation was the creation of intelligibility in the world, the speaking out of the 
word. Schelling realised that thought was not self-creative, and that it could not 
found itself. In particular, it could not grasp the “pure that” of existence’: ‘logical 
philosophy is unable to achieve its own self-justification ... Reason is not the ground 
of itself: its being is groundless and factual (faktisch).’'® 

This is why in his later work, Schelling used the notion of Ekstasis to describe the 
process by which reason steps out of itself and realises its own capacities. Ekstasis, 
indeed, is rather like thaumazein, the sense of wonder that is the true beginning of 
all philosophy, in that the apparent certainties of the self are shaken and questioned. 
(Schelling quoted the Theaetetus on thaumazein as being the main emotion the 
philosopher feels and creates, saying that it was illustrative of the moment he calls 
‘Ekstase’ in the later philosophy, the moment when the subject steps out of itself and 
realises, with astonishment, that it is not the Absolute.') Indeed, he believed that 
philosophy should not stop until it had reached that which is absolutely astounding, 
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instead of contenting itself with the merely necessary. The necessary, after all, elicits 
no wonder at all! Hegel, after all, had declared that philosophy would extinguish 
astonishment completely.'° 

Finding itself to have unthinkable origins, and through the experience of its 
facticity, reason realises that it has being. Because it cannot ground itself, reason 
realises that it cannot produce being from within itself, and that being cannot be 
deduced from knowledge. Beyond its boundaries, there is transcendence: the eternity 
which remains transcendent, and thus unknowable to reason, is reason’s that-ness. 
Man, therefore, does not need to reflect in on himself, but needs to turn outward, for 
that is the path which leads to truth.'® 

Christian tradition has always insisted that human reason is created, and that it 
is not the Absolute, nor even consubstantial with divine reason, but that it is created 
as capable of knowing God through His creation, and of knowing His Word as it 
has been addressed to man. Thus one can speak of a Christian rationalism, but it is a 
rationalism which, unlike modern rationalism, does not accord absolute status to the 
powers of human reason.'® 

Schelling’s anti-rationalist stand had a very direct impact on his political 
philosophy. We have already observed him rejecting contractarianism (in the Stuttgart 
and Munich Lectures) a classic conservative anti-rationalist position. He returned to 
the theme in the later philosophy, writing of the ‘given-ness of the community, which 
is independent of reason and thus also from law’.'” In the Philosophy of Mythology, 
he attacked the ‘total futility’ of trying to create states from the first principles of 
individual reason.'”' He regarded such attempts as liable to lead to despotism and 
tyranny, because people would be dominated by the contingent majority of the 
moment. Citizens would have only rights and no duties. 


Reason — yes, but not the bad reason of the individual, but rather the reason which is nature 
itself, the lasting being (bleibende Seyende) which stands above the merely appearing and 
contingent being (Seyn), reason in this sense determines the state ...'” 


The community could not be understood as a conscious product of subjective reason. 
Instead, order and rules were presupposed in human togetherness, and were the 
necessary condition for the development of human freedom. The given-ness (and not 
the capacity to be rationally invented from scratch) of political constitutions is, of 
course, the bedrock of Burkean conservatism, as is the notion that there is a natural 
law inscribed into the very structure of being, which Schelling also embraced: 
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It is in this sense that the moral law is also to be called the law of reason; because it is 
the law which comes from (sich herschreibt) the intelligible order, and through which the 
intelligible is also in the world ... it is the reason which dwells in being itself which makes 
itself the subject of will.” 


Although he credited Kant with not making God the author of morality, the point 
is absolutely not to pretend that man is instead. Rather, it is to insist that God is to 
be praised for willing and creating that which is objectively good:'™ the laws of 
morality were not simply the result of God’s arbitrary choice. Schelling insisted, in 
an appropriately conservative fashion, that Kant’s choice of the word ‘autonomy’ ina 
moral context was unfortunate, precisely because he wanted to show that man cannot 
invent social or moral rules for himself and therefore is never really autonomous. 
‘An intelligible order thus precedes the ... community of men’, he wrote.!7° 

Because of the naturally authoritative principles inherent in being, to which the 
state is subject, any attempt to destroy the state was impious. Schelling considered 
the state a means, not an end in itself; but at the same time, it was not right constantly 
to question the state. 


The state has a root in eternity, and it is the lasting basis — which is not to be destroyed 
nor even to be examined — for the whole of human life and all its further development ... 
Being such a basis, the state is not a goal, but an eternal starting point for all the higher 
aims of spiritual life. It is neither to be dissolved, nor put into question.'” 


This is not far from Burke, who had written, ‘It has been the misfortune (not as 
these gentlemen think, the glory) of this age, that every thing is to be discussed, 
as if the constitution of our country were to be always a subject of altercation than 
enjoyment.’'’ 

It was in this vein that Schelling had attacked the incipient nihilism of Fichte, who 
had declared that the search for truth was the only valuable activity for a philosopher, 
even ifit culminated in the conclusion that there was no truth. Against this, Schelling 
opposed his own conviction that there is objective truth and reasonableness in the 
outside world itself. Philosophy, he wrote, meant love or striving after wisdom.'™ 
In a strikingly teleological vein, he insisted that such wisdom could only be about 
ends.'” This is the political significance of the passage quoted earlier: ‘If man 
demands the knowledge that there is wisdom, he must assume that even in the object 
of this knowledge there is wisdom ... The first assumption of philosophy as striving 
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1852), 1/1, 53. 
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for wisdom is that there is wisdom in the object (Gegenstand), that is, in being (in 
dem Seyn), in the world itself.’'®° 

This, indeed, was the most politically sensitive aspect to Schelling’s metaphysics: 
there is a divinely ordained order of being, which man has the capacity to pervert 
by his capacity for good or evil. It is precisely because he conceived of liberty as 
definitive of the human condition, and because he saw that it must be located with 
relationship to being as a whole, that the very fact that man is in the world at all 
is of philosophical interest. To ask, as Schelling did, why the world is there at all 
is to try to comprehend its priority over human freedom. The result should be the 
modesty and the prudence that derive from finding a world already made, rather 
than inventing it. Just as reason and being are not self-legitimating, so the state, 
too, derives its legitimacy from outside itself, and indeed, partly from outside of 
mankind. Conversely, a modern revolution is ultimately a rebellion against being, 
comparable to the overturning of the divine order of which evil is capable when 
the ground rebels against existence. Seen in this light, evil is not merely immoral 
conduct, but the synonym for a profound ontological perversion of divine unity and 
harmony. 

Schelling was above all concerned with the uncertainties which ‘new’ philosophy 
had introduced into modern life. His purpose was to counter the decline of the absolute 
and, as Xavier Tilliette writes, ‘Schelling’s best works have the value of appeals’ 
against this decline.'*' He welcomed the fact that most people studied philosophy not 
to become philosophers, but rather in order ‘to win those great unifying convictions 
without which there is no independence of mind and no dignity of life’.'” “Yes, in 
a time when everything has become unsteady, when everything positive is subject 
to disputes and attacks of different kinds, it appears doubly important and necessary 
that a virile philosophy, which comes from all the depths of the mind (eine aller Tiefe 
des Geistes kundige Philosophie) should replace and fasten the shaky foundations of 
all truly human convictions.’'* 

And this, he knew, could not come from the individualist exercise of human 
reason alone. Although he sometimes attacked Catholicism with such phrases as 
‘stony Papism’,'** Schelling had a profound understanding of the importance of 
embodied history in preserving religion intact. At the end of the Philosophy of 
Revelation he criticised the individualist religion of pietism that the Reformation 
had introduced (and which so heavily influenced Kant’s philosophy) and he did so 
by implicitly approving the established Church with all its symbolic and communal 
aspects: 


What is common to all (different Churches) is the historical way that is characterised 
by doctrine, cult and the cycle of festivals. Only through this can the inner process be 
maintained alive, and only through the recognition of this historical origin can the church 
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maintain its objectivity, and preserve itself from dissolution into pious subjectivity or 
empty rationalism.'®5 


As Cardinal Newman wrote, ‘To be deep in history is to cease to be Protestant.’!*° 


Although it cannot be denied that Schelling’s idealist heritage continued to shine 
through his thought right until the very death — he retained elements of mystical 
and Messianic ecumenism which enabled him to write, at the end of his life, ‘The 
true religion is the religion of the future’'*’ — nonetheless, it was no doubt indeed 
‘a sign of fate’!** that a Catholic priest read prayers over the Lutheran Schelling’s 
open grave. 


185 Ibid., p. 325, emphasis original; cf. the same thought expressed in Philosophie der 
Offenbarung, Zweiter Theil, 11/4, 333. 

186 John Henry Cardinal Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine 
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